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	1. Whoville

**Why hello there! First of all I would like to apologize for being so late for the Once-ler train! But I'm jumping on now!**

**Welcome to the first chapter of many! I thoroughly hope you enjoy reading it as much as I enjoy writing it.**

**Before the actual chapter, I'll always list the music I listened to while writing the chapter. If you want, you can check it out and listen along while reading. :)**

**I'm so excited to share this story with you! Now without further ado, I present to you...**

**Chapter One. **

* * *

><p><em>Music: "Forbidden Friendship" from How To Train Your Dragon; "Snow" by Classical Study of Music; "Snowflakes" by White Apple Tree.<em>

**Chapter One**

**Whoville**

"_It all started a long time ago."_

"_Can we start not so long ago, maybe?"_

"_Do you want a tree?"_

"_Yes. Yes."_

"_Then it all started a long… _long _time ago..."_

-Ted and the Once-ler, _The Lorax_

The place was monstrous.

Cindy stood at the top of the steps, gazing up at the intimidating door glittering with gold around the edges. Still, it seemed miniscule when compared to the rest of the factory, which seemed to be made up of buildings sprawling over the landscape and on top of each other in an effort to reach the bright blue sky.

The faint smell of butterfly's milk drifting from the few truffula trees standing around the factory was tainted with the scent of machinery. The grating sounds of his factory only grated on her nerves.

Swallowing in an attempt to moisten her dry throat, Cindy reached forward to push the intercom button. She hesitated, then dropped her hand. She grit her teeth. Why was this so hard for her?

Biting her bottom lip, she clutched her purple folder tight to her chest.

Would he remember who she was? Would she be able to leave in one piece if he didn't?

Taking deep breaths, Cindy stalled. She wasn't ready for this.

She wasn't ready to meet the Once-ler. Four years might have been enough to change him beyond recognition.

She didn't want to face anyone who was different from her Once-ler. The boy from her memories.

The boy in the forest.

* * *

><p>For a day that soon became so important to her, it started out like any other.<p>

Gray clouds overhead promised more frozen moisture and the evergreen trees cast long shadows over the snow riddled with the tracks of forest animals. Cindy herself carefully picked her way through the trees, trying not to disturb the creatures that were undoubtedly watching her with wary eyes.

Whoville was far below, the houses and buildings looking as cheery and bright as always. Even from where Cindy stood, she could hear the distant chimes of the bells tinkling a little tune when it struck the hour.

Her burnt orange sketchbook was tucked protectively under one arm. She had been lucky enough to capture a doe and her fawn on paper before they ran off. Hiking up the mountain and drawing forest creatures was one of Cindy's favorite things to do. She could be alone with her thoughts and her sketches, and simply enjoy nature.

Cindy ceased her delicate steps. There was something different in the air- she could smell smoke. And if she listened carefully, she could hear a voice warbling between the trees. Normally she was the only one who ventured this far up the mountain. Curious, she began to follow the scent of burning wood.

He was sitting on a silver bucket beside a covered wagon, bent round a guitar, a gray fedora slipping forward on his head. He strummed quickly, then slowed down to picking. "I'm. So. Tired of this- Singing without any bliss oh, I'm. So. Tired of this…." He sighed, then viscously strummed at his guitar again before setting it aside and pouring batter into a pan and holding it over the fire he was sitting in front of. "Hey, Melvin! You want another pancake?"

The sleepy-looking mule tied to the front of the wagon blew air through its lips, and swayed its head back and forth in what Cindy took to be a "no."

The boy flipped the pancake. "Too bad. You're getting one anyways." He stood, and thrust the pan under the mule's nose. It turned its head away. The boy grabbed a bottle of syrup from the seat of the wagon and waved it in front of the mule's face. "Come on…. You know you want it."

Cindy smiled at the eagerness of the boy, then glanced at the sky. The dwindling light above let her know she had best get home for dinner. She began to back away, feeling conscious of every step she took, every crunch in the snow.

Suddenly a rogue tree root made contact with her heel, and with a gasp, she fell backwards.

It took a moment to realize what had just happened, and to get the air back into her lungs. Just as she was about to scramble to her feet, a slim hand appeared in front of her face. She looked up.

To her embarrassment, it was the boy she had been eavesdropping on. He had very blue eyes that were framed by long, dark lashes. His dark hair swept over his forehead, and little freckles dotted across his button nose.

"Are you okay?"

She grasped his hand, and he pulled her to her feet. She brushed the snow off her back. "Yeah. Yeah, I'm fine."

"You sure?"

"I'm sure."

He grinned. She smiled shyly back. His eyes wandered back to the ground, and he bent his lanky form to pick something up. It was her sketchbook. "You dropped this."

"Oh. Yeah. Thanks." She took the book from him and held it protectively against her side.

"I'm the Once-ler," he said in a rush. "Who are you?"

"Cindy," she replied, wondering if she should be talking to this stranger. "Cindy Lou Who."

"Well, Miss Who…" he looked back at the crackling fire, then faced her again. "Do you want a pancake?"

She laughed. "Well…"

"I've got lots! You can eat as many as you'd like! I mean, it's only been me and Melvin for a while, so I haven't been able to share my goods with anyone else… And no, I haven't been lonely." His grin became sheepish as he touched his fingers to the brim of his hat.

"Well…" Cindy looked behind her, debating on whether her mother would mind if she came back a little later than planned. "I guess I could stick around for a pancake or two."

She had four. The Once-ler proudly proclaimed that he made the syrup himself. She answered that he should start a business. The sticky stuff was rich and added the perfect sweetness to the pancakes.

"Oh, I am," he said, dumping another pancake on her plate. "Just… not in making syrup." He gave her a wide grin.

Cindy poured syrup over her freshly made pancake, then set the bottle down. "What are you starting a business in, then?"

He leaned forward with excitement gleaming in his eyes. "A little invention of mine. I call it… the _thneed."_

Cindy quirked her eyebrows together in confusion. "A what?"

"A thneed!" He then proceeded to tell her all the things a thneed could do. He spoke so fast that she had trouble keeping up. The list went on and on. She had a hard time imagining what a thneed could possibly look like.

"So what do you think?" he asked eagerly. By this point, he was standing, one foot on his bucket, hands poised in the air. "Can I really go places with this?"

Cindy gave an encouraging smile. "Yeah! I mean… It's _really _unique!"

He beamed. "You really think so?"

She nodded. "I just have troubles picturing such a thing- it'd take a genius to figure all that out."

His grin was contagious. "Well then… It's a good thing I _am _a genius!" His gaze dropped to her sketchbook, where it lay in her lap. "And what's this?"

She enfolded it protectively in her arms. "Nothing. I like to draw."

He held out his hand. "Can I see?"

She hesitated, but quickly crumbled under his enthusiastic gaze. He took the book from her, settled back down on his bucket, and ran his hand along the cover. A gold design danced near the spiral in what Cindy thought to be a perfect contrast with the dark orange color. He opened to the first page, and his eyes widened almost immediately.

"_Woah."_He glanced up at her, then down to the drawing- it was of a group of birds pecking at the ground. He turned another page. And another. "These are _fantastic!" _he gushed.

Cindy felt a blush rise to her cheeks, but she couldn't help grinning at his warm praise. "They're just sketches…"

_"Just _sketches?" He shook his head, and turned another page. He glanced up at her, eyes narrowing. "How old are you, anyways?"

He didn't look much older than she did, so she thought it wouldn't hurt to tell him. "Sixteen." His eyes dropped down to her sketchbook, and he continued to admire the pictures. He eventually came to the sketch of the deer she had drawn that same day. "I could almost pet it," he murmured. His gaze snapped up to meet hers. "Can you draw me?"

Cindy blushed because she had been watching him carefully, gauging his reactions to each drawing. "Draw… what?"

Once-ler jumped up, book open in his hands like he was delivering a sermon from it. "Me! And Melvin!" He thrust the book into her hands, and nearly tripped his way over to the mule.

He grabbed the animal's muzzle and posed, head tilted towards Melvin, that contagious grin brightening his entire face. The cold had brought a pale pink color to his cheeks, a redder one to his nose. His hand was perched against his hip, twig-like legs crossed. "Ready!" he said in a sing-song voice.

Cindy laughed, and figured it wouldn't hurt to give it a go. Reaching deep into her red coat pocket, she drew out a piece of charcoal. Turning to a blank page, she began. He stayed perfectly still as she scratched the black material against the white of the paper, etching a skeleton and breathing life into it. There was the sweeping hair, the fedora, the nose, the large, expressive eyes. There was the mule, looking like it wanted nothing more than a week's worth of sleep.

When she was finished, she turned the book around so he could see the end result. He eagerly bounded over, then crouched in front of her, hands on his knees. His mouth shaped itself like the slice of an orange, and his eyebrows nearly disappeared into his hair as he examined the picture. "Look Melvin!" he cried, glancing back at the mule and pointing at the picture. "It's me!"

Cindy didn't think the mule could care less.

Unfazed, Once-ler grabbed the book from Cindy and shoved the picture into Melvin's face. "I look even better on paper!" He set the book on the seat of the wagon, and turned to face Cindy.

"You, Miss Who," he said, pointing at her, "have some crazy talent!"

A warm glow blossomed inside her and spread from the edges of her ears to the tip of her toes. "Oh, it's nothing. You're much more talented than I am, I'm sure."

"Psh." Once-ler waved his hand, as if pushing the comment away. He seemed to give it a second thought. "Well, I _do _have a few..." He reached behind him and pulled out his guitar. "But I'd be nothing without this beauty." Dramatically, he strummed a chord. "Cindy Lou Who…" he murmured, staring at the ground in apparent concentration. "Has a talent, that's true." He strummed some more chords, then burst into singing. "She lives in a town full of Whos who do nothing but… snooze?"

Cindy let out a bark of laughter that must have startled away any forest creatures that may have been lurking nearby. "That's pretty accurate!"

He grinned. "Cindy Lou Who, whose pen really flew," he continued, his voice jumping from note to note. "And got to draw something brand new! Now she's laughing, and I'm…. What rhymes with laughing?"

"Umm... Baffing?" she giggled, naming the first thing that popped into her head.

"…And I'm… baffing…. Cindy, that's not even a word!"

She couldn't answer, let alone breathe from her sudden laugh attack.

"Saffing, maffing…. Nope. Whapping! And I'm busy whapping… Whacking? …Dumb bees…. From overseas…"

"Stop!" Cindy managed to choke out. "I can't… _breathe_!"

"Cindy can't breathe… All she can do is wheeze…. Woah, are you okay?"

Her uncontrollable laughs had turned into something more like sobs, making her lose her balance and fall off her pail and into the snow.

Once-ler quickly set aside his guitar, and crouched over her. "Sorry, sorry! I didn't think you were actually going to… keel over! Do you need- _hey!"_ Glittering crystals hit his face as Cindy chucked a handful of snow at him, then scrambled to her feet with a cry.

And so ensued an epic battle. Snow flew through the air, Cindy's hair becoming stringy with the melted substance, and Melvin getting annoyed when several stray snowballs hit him. Finally, panting and pink in the face, the two collapsed on the ground, calling it a truce.

Snow began drifting from the sky in fluffy flakes. Cindy closed her eyes and felt the frozen moisture resume their liquid form the moment they hit her heated face. With a pang of regret, she realized that the sky had turned to a dark blue, and there would be no light to see by soon.

Sitting up, she looked down at Once-ler, sprawled out next to her and gazing up at the sky, rapidly blinking every time a flake caught itself in his long lashes. "I have to go," she said, standing. He looked at her, then propped himself up on one elbow.

"Now?"

"Yeah." She glanced at the disturbed snow around them, then back at him, cracking a grin. "That was… the most fun I've had in months."

He scrambled to his feet with a laugh. "Yeah… That was the most fun I've had in… Well, forever." He scrunched his eyebrows together. "Actually, I don't think I've ever had that much fun without getting pounded to a pulp by Bret and Chet."

"Are those your… friends?"

"Brothers."

"Ah." She grinned at him. He grinned back. "Well, uh…. Good luck with your thneed."

His eyes lit up at the mention of his precious invention. "Yeah… Yeah, I'll need it."

They stood in silence for a moment, not sure what else to say. She was never going to see this boy again, she realized. The realization sent icy needles through her insides, and she suddenly felt empty. She nodded, and began backing away. "Well… Good-bye."

Once-ler opened his mouth as if he were about to say something, then closed it. A thin hand ran through his dark hair, which was a floppy mess after the snowball fight they had had. His fedora had been lost somewhere in the snow. "Bye, Cindy."

She walked away then, brimming over with conflicted feelings. It wasn't fair, she thought, to gain a friend and lose him in the space of one evening. She genuinely hoped he got somewhere with his invention. The thought of him facing failure was a painful one indeed.

It wasn't until later that night, whenshe was tucked safely under her covers in bed, that she realized her sketch book was still on Once-ler's wagon seat.

* * *

><p>"What do you want?" the annoyed female standing in front of Cindy asked, a hand on her hip.<p>

Cindy blinked rapidly, amazed that she had finally pushed the button. She had expected a voice to come from the intercom, but was instead faced with a hostile-looking woman who had thrown open the door with a bang.

She fished an envelope out of her pocket. "Um… I was told the Once-ler wanted to see me." The woman snatched the envelope away from her, pulled out the paper inside, and quickly scanned its contents. She looked mildly surprised.

"You're her? The president of Speaker of the Trees?"

"Well, uh…" She lifted her chin. "Vice president, actually. The president's busy."

"I see." She looked Cindy up and down through her blue horn-rimmed glasses and sniffed as if a smell in the air offended her. "Follow me."

Much too quickly, Cindy found herself in front of a door that bore the inscription "The Once-ler" in golden letters. Her heart became a hammer desperate to pound its way out of her chest. She tried to swallow, but her throat had somehow turned into sandpaper.

The woman rapped on the door loudly. "Oncie! The brat that's trying to ruin your business is here!"

"Mom!" a vaguely familiar voice moaned from inside the room. "How many times do I have to tell you to stop calling me that?"

Cindy suddenly saw this woman in a new light. She was Once-ler's… Mom?

Before she could give this new piece of information much thought, she was pushed inside the room, and the door slammed shut behind her. She stood there, her knees shaking. One sweaty hand clutched her folder, the other her skirt.

The office reflected the immenseness of his business. She felt like a mouse in the lion's den. But den wasn't the right word- they were dark and ominous. This place was gaping with space, and there were windows that stretched to the ceiling on every wall. She felt more that she was in a giant fish bowl than anything else- she could see the world.

He hadn't even looked at her when she came in. The full length of his green-clad body was draped across his high-backed chair. In his hands was a snow globe. Cindy knew that the buildings inside it made up Greenville, but she couldn't help but think back on that day they had shared in the snow together in Whoville. He set the globe down, then reached for his tall green hat that had replaced the modest gray fedora she had first seen him in, and set it atop his head.

"Now then, Moustache…" he said, finally glancing up. "I have called you here to…" He trailed off, and recognition flickered across his face. He gaped at her.

Cindy gave a weak grin. "Hi."

He stood, leaning over his desk and widening his eyes as if he couldn't quite believe what he was seeing.

"…Cindy?"

* * *

><p><strong>To be continued! Please let me know what you think! <strong>


	2. All Thanks to You

**Chapter two for you guys! Enjoy!**

* * *

><p><em>Music: "Something That I Want" by Grace Potter; "Star Canopy" from the Croods Soundtrack."<em>

**Chapter Two**

**All Thanks to You**

"_She's a girl with the best intentions_

_He's a man of his own invention_

_She looked out the window_

_He walked out the door_

_But she followed him_

_And he said, 'What'cha lookin' for?'"_

-"Something That I Want" by Grace Potter

Never had he forgotten Cindy Lou Who.

Sometimes he would stare out of the factory windows, imagining traveling back to Whoville and finding her again. To return her sketch book, if anything. And yet… He was loath to lose it. On nights when he couldn't sleep, such as when the Lorax harassed him about his business, he would pull out the orange book and flip through the pages, feeling as if he could actually touch and feel the fur on the cats or the lumpy rock of landscapes.

The last picture was his favorite. It transported him back to the day he first met her as if it had happened yesterday.

The book would lie on his bedside table every night, waiting for the next time it would be opened and examined. As his business took over his life, however, he tucked it away into the top left drawer of his office desk, where it was pulled out less and less often.

It was there now, four years later, and Once-ler was very aware of it. Cindy stood there, in her little blue jacket and checkered red skirt, watching him as if trying to find some hint of the boy she had met in the pine forest.

He was still standing, his gloved hands pressed against the edge of his desk. "What… what are you doing here?" he finally spluttered. He mentally slapped himself. Where had all his confidence gone?

Cindy smiled. He realized with a jolt that he had really missed her smile. "I came here to study art at Greenville College." She fidgeted with the purple folder that she clutched in both hands in front of her. "They offered me a decent scholarship, so I thought it would be worth a go."

He slid out from behind his desk and approached her as if she were a ghost, staring intently at her face. Her golden hair fell in waves to her shoulders, and her bright blue eyes watched him… nervously?

He felt his face open in a rush of excitement as reality hit him. "Cindy!" he cried, flinging his arms open. "I can't believe… Why, you're _here_!" He wanted to rush to her, pull her into his arms and give her a bone crushing hug. No- she looked too fragile for that. Just a hug, then.

But he held himself back. It had been nearly four years, after all.

Cindy looked away from him- was she being bashful?- and focused on his large office. "I see your thneeds were a huge hit."

Once-ler felt excitement swell inside his chest. Finally he would be able to tell her how much their meeting had meant to him. How the memory of her encouragement kept him going when everything looked hopeless. He knew it was silly, but he gave her partial credit for the thneed's success.

"Yeah, well…" he touched the brim of his hat. "I have you to thank for that!"

Cindy looked at him sideways in mild confusion. "Me?"

"Yeah!" Now he was the one who felt bashful, but he wasn't about to let it show. He was too powerful a man for that. He cleared his throat. "It's just… Well, you remember when we met in the forest, right? I still remember all the encouragement you gave me when it came to my invention. My ideas." He couldn't help grinning widely at her. "After a life of condescending words and ridicule, that meant… Well, a _lot." _

Wow, he was being cheesy.

"What I mean to say," he said quickly, trying not to lose ground, "What you said to me- the friendship you showed me that day- it kept me going. This- this wasn't easy." He gestured all around him for emphasis. "But knowing that _someone _had thought _something_ of my invention gave me the extra push to not give up. Cindy, I find myself indebted to you."

Cindy's eyes had become overly bright as she smiled softly at him. He pushed away the worry that he had just made a fool of himself. But she broke the silence.

"Gosh… I didn't realize that day had such an impact on you." Even though she was smiling, she looked conflicted. He briefly wondered if she was keeping something to herself.

"Ah, Cindy!" he moved towards his desk, and sat on top of it. "It's unbelievable how big of a success my thneeds have made… I mean, this is _huge!" _He grabbed the snow globe from his desk and thrust it in front of her face. "I'm even in a _snow globe!"_

She took a few steps closer and took the snow globe in her little hands. He watched with pride as she studied the buildings, the distinct shape of his factories (which happened to be the biggest buildings in the globe), and even a miniature figure of himself- rocking out on his guitar, decked out in his entire green outfit. Her eyebrows were raised in what he took to be amusement.

"Do you often go strutting around the city like that?" she teased.

He grinned. "Well… I _do _enjoy performing…."

"Wait- so you do?" she laughed.

Goaded by her laughter, he said, "I've also learned how to ride a unicycle- so I not only _strut _around the city showing off my unbelievable talents, but I _unicycle_ through it. Can't get much more talented than that."

"I don't know... Have you tried eating a banana at the same time?"

He pretended to look thoughtful. "Does it count if it's made out of marshmallows?"

"Marshmallows?"

"Yes, marshmallows."

She stared at him for a moment, and he feared that he had gone too far- now she would only view him as a weirdo, a freak. But then she broke out into another laugh. "You _haven't _changed!"

He laughed with her, but her comment puzzled him. "Why would I?"

"Well, it's only that-" she stopped. Her smile dimmed, then returned with its original radiance. "Never mind. It doesn't matter." She handed the snow globe back to him. He noticed the purple folder again.

"What's that? More fantastic drawings?"

Cindy's eyes snapped down to the folder, and she shoved it behind her back, as if that would put it out of his mind. "No- it's nothing."

"You sure?" he said, slurring "sure" in a teasing way.

"I'm sure. I actually have to go now… I was just… dropping by to say hi."

She was leaving him. Again. And much too soon. "But hold on! You can't just 'say hi' and then walk away!" He jumped off the desk. "Let's… do something together. Hang out." He shrugged. "Like good friends do."

Cindy watched him for a moment, then slowly nodded her head. "Okay…"

"I'll take the day off tomorrow, and I can… I don't know, give you a tour of the factories!"

She made a face. It wounded his pride slightly, but he realized that yeah, that wasn't really a fun get together. "Okay, then. How bout we…"

"Can we go on a picnic?" Cindy asked suddenly.

He was slightly taken aback. "A picnic?"

She nodded. "Yeah. With sandwiches and watermelon, and…. Marshmallows." A grin stretched across her face, giving her little dimples.

He couldn't help grinning back. "That sounds like an excellent idea! I'll pick you up- 11:30 tomorrow?"

"Yes." She began to back away, her purple folder still hidden behind her back. "Let's do that."

He bounded to the door, and opened it for her. "It's so great to see you Cindy," he said. "I mean, this really makes my day-"

"Mine too." She smiled at him, and in this close proximity, he was caught up in it. "Oh, here…" She pulled her purple folder open, careful not to let him see what was inside, and scrawled on a sheet of paper. She ripped it out and handed it to him. "My address."

Then she was out the door and heading down the hall, her blonde waves bouncing slightly as she ducked her head down as if fighting against a sudden gust of wind.

* * *

><p>Another page was turned. Once-ler had Cindy's book laying flat in front of him. His chin was resting in the palm of his hand. He stared at the overly familiar pictures in a sort of dream-like state. Maybe she would draw for him on their picnic.<p>

With a bang, his door flew open and his mom, Isabelle, drifted in. Once-ler quickly snapped Cindy's book closed and attempted to spread his papers and blueprints for his new dream factory over it. "Mom! Need I remind you to _knock_?"

"I'm your mother, Oncie- I don't need to ask permission to come into your office." She swept to his desk, and leaned over it, her eager face only inches from his own. Once-ler made a mental note to install a lock on the door. And actually do it.

"Now, did you get rid of that little vermin who wants to bring you down?"

He blinked at her in surprise. "Vermin? What? No, Mom, that was Cindy- I'd met her on my way up here years ago. She was just stopping by to say hi."

Isabelle's eyes narrowed in suspicion, but before she could respond, a little balding man hurried inside the office. "Mr. Once-ler, sir?"

Once-ler drew a hand down his face. "What is it, Mr. Filler?"

"Sir, the Choppers want to talk with you-"

"Well that's the job you're here for, isn't it?"

"Yes, sir, but they want a personal conference."

Once-ler shuddered. He didn't want to talk to those green giants. "Why?"

Mr. Filler began to splutter an answer, but stuttered to a halt when a presence filled the doorway. Once-ler almost unconsciously slid further down in his chair as the thin giant made its way to the front of his desk. Its hands and feet were much too big for its body, and were covered in ratted fur that curled slightly at the ends. It stood over him with little green eyes, its hands curled into fists.

"Mr. Once-ler."

Once-ler nodded his head in acknowledgement. "Yes? What do you want?"

"A number of our brethren are looking for work," it rumbled in a deep voice.

Once-ler looked to his mom for a hint of what she wanted him to do. She raised her eyebrows at him. "Well, Oncie?"

"Uh… How many?"

"Ten."

"Ten." Once-ler blew air through his rounded lips as if blowing bubbles. "Well, that's quite a number- Filler, how many do we have now?"

"Why, ten, sir- including Mr. Bret and Chet."

Once-ler nodded. "Which means thneed production will double, yes? Well. I don't see any harm in it…" It just meant that more trees would be cut down faster. Something pricked his conscience, but he pushed it aside. More thneeds meant more money! He could build his new factory sooner than planned.

He nodded at the Chopper. "Yes, um… Mr. Filler will arrange all of the paperwork."

The Chopper dipped his head in something like a bow, and trudged off. Mr. Filler wiped his shining pate with a cloth. "Strange creatures," he muttered. "Strange creatures."

"Yeeeeeah. Where did you get them Mom?" Once-ler asked, straightening in his chair.

"That one was looking for work, and I gave it to him. It's what really started getting your business going, Oncie. You didn't think it could stay a _family_ owned business, did you?"

He shook his head. "No, but…" he shuddered. "They give me the creeps."

"Good business means looking past how you get it. Remember that, Oncie dear."

His hand drifted over where Cindy's sketchbook lay. "Yes, Mom."

* * *

><p><strong>Tell me what you think! :)<strong>


	3. Speaker of the Trees

**Chapter Three! To avoid confusion, yes, I went back in time a little at the beginning of the chapter. By the end of it, however, everything will make sense. :) Enjoy!**

* * *

><p><em>Music: "Going Guy's Way" from the Croods soundtrack for the first part of the chapter; "See You Tomorrow" from How to Train Your Dragon soundtrack for the rest of the chapter.<em>

Chapter Three

Speaker of the Trees

_Unless someone like you cares an awful, awful lot—_

_It's not going to get better._

_It's not._

-Dr. Seuss

The Lorax first came to her when she was sketching a family of barbaloots. The animals here were friendlier than back home- they actually came up to her and expressed joy every time she transferred them on paper.

The barbaloots in front of her were eating their truffula fruits under the shade of an orange-tuffed tree. They smacked their lips and slurped up the juices, making Cindy smile. She used the side of her charcoal to create the shadow cast by the tree and to shade in the barbaloot's bumbling forms.

Before she was fully finished, a brown bundle of fur climbed up on her back, peeking over her shoulder at the drawing. He emitted a soft "Ooooo" and reached out to touch it. Cindy gently grasped his paw. "It's not done yet," she said with a small laugh. "When I'm finished, you can have it."

The barbaloot's furry face brightened, and he lounged on her back until she was finished. She ripped the drawing out of her sketchbook and handed it to the little creature. He clutched the paper in his paws, admiring it.

Cindy enjoyed how easy the barbaloots were to please. She leaned forward. "What's your name then? Or shall I give you a name myself?"

"That's Pipsqueak," a gruff voice announced behind her. Cindy turned. A strange creature she had never seen before was standing before her, twig-like arms on his hips. He had an oval-shaped body covered in orange fur, with an impressive moustache dangling above his mouth.

"Oh. Thank you." She stood, brushing small pieces of grass off her skirt. "And who are you?"

The odd little creature placed a hand on his furry chest. "I am the Lorax. Guardian of the forest. I speak for the trees."

Cindy gave a little curtsy. "Pleased to meet you. I'm Cindy. Cindy Lou Who."

The Lorax looked her up and down as if sizing her up for something. "What are you doing here? Humans usually stay amongst their buildings."

"They do." Cindy lifted her sketchbook into the air. "But I like to wander on my own and draw things. Especially animals," she said, gesturing to the barbaloots. "I just moved in a week ago. For school. So I'm exploring the place."

The Lorax frowned. "In June?"

"It's a summer program."

"Humph." The Lorax held out his hand, and she gave him her sketchbook. He cleared his throat, then proceeded to open the cover of the book. His eyebrows came together, and as each page was turned, his eyes widened. "These are…. Relatively good," he grumbled. "And oddly familiar…"

Some of the barbaloots and swomee-swans had gathered around him. He tilted the book so they could see. "These look like the drawings in that one book the Once-ler had… A bunch of deer and birds and things." The animals all nodded and twittered in agreement.

Cindy tilted her head. "Wait… The Once-ler? The inventor of Thneeds? What did the book look like?"

"It was… an orange-ish color, right?" The Lorax turned to his fellow forest dwellers. "With little gold designs on the sides…"

"That's mine!" Cindy gasped with delight. "He still has it?"

The Lorax waved his hand. "_Had _it. We haven't really associated with him in a while, so we wouldn't know. But I would guess so."

She clutched her sketchbook close to her chest and commanded her heart to stop its fluttering. It only picked up pace.

The Lorax looked at her suspiciously. "You know Once-ler?"

"Yes!" she exclaimed. "I mean… I've met him. Once. When he was passing through Whoville. I had left my sketchbook behind on accident."

He stared at her a moment, then quickly turned to the animals. They formed a little circle, and began to quietly hiss to each other. Cindy awkwardly shifted from one foot to the other, wondering what was going on.

Finally, they all turned to her, and she suddenly felt very self-conscious.

The Lorax cleared his throat. "You and Beanpole on good standing?"

"Bean- you mean Once-ler? Yeah! Well, I mean… I haven't seen him since that first time." She felt a blush come to her cheeks. "He's a busy person now, so I don't think it matters if he knows I'm here or not. He probably doesn't even remember me very well, actually." The flutterings in her stomach began to deaden.

"Humph." The Lorax glanced to the animals on either side of them. "Tell me, do you enjoy trees? And animals? And clean air and water?"

Cindy was taken aback by his questions. "Um. Well, yeah."

"How would you feel if I told you that they were all in danger?"

Her smile began to slip. "Danger? What do you mean?"

The Lorax exchanged glances with the animals again. "Follow me."

They climbed a hill, the barbaloots and swomee-swans skipping after them. Some of the hummingfish climbed out of their watery homes and followed, humming a joyful little tune. Their little procession made Cindy think of a parade. All of the animals chittered away, and she couldn't help humming along with the fish. Everyone seemed to be in a happy mood except for the Lorax. He marched up the hill with a determined stride for one so small. Cindy wondered why he looked so grim.

Once they crested the hill, she discovered why.

A gasp slipped through her lips, and all the animals stopped their noises, leaving an echoing silence throughout the land.

The scene in front of her was like something from a nightmare. This must be the other side of town, she thought. It was where all of the Thneed factories were kept. The sky was clogged with dark smog creeping out from the factory pipes. Nothing sang. Nothing hummed. And not one tree swayed in the wind, for there weren't any. All that hinted at their previous existence were ugly gray stumps poking out of the ground like gravestones. The horrific scene seemed to stretch out for miles.

Cindy turned to the Lorax. "What happened?" she whispered.

"This-" he thrust a hand out to the wasteland in front of him. "Is the product of greed and machinery." He dropped his hand, and sadly looked up into Cindy's face. "Which both happen to belong to the Once-ler."

Cindy shook her head. "No," she said. "No, I've met him. He's not like that… He wouldn't do this kind of thing."

"But he has." The Lorax's blue eyes swept over the destruction in front of him. "That boy you met however long ago…. He's not the same person. Not at all." He hung his head. "He had called me his friend at one point- now I'm nothing but a nuisance to him." He looked back at Cindy again. "He won't listen to me anymore. But perhaps if you could talk to him…"

Cindy shook her head. "I can't. I don't think I want to meet this new Once-ler." She felt sick. The possibility that the boy in the forest had caused so much destruction made her mind reel.

The Lorax sighed, and shook his head, staring sadly at the ground. "Then all of this-" he gestured behind him, where the truffula trees still flourished and the sky was still bright blue- "Will someday be gone as well."

"No!" Cindy bit her lip. "I mean… Doesn't anyone realize this is going on? Can't they talk to him?"

"They're too caught up in their own little world inside Greenville. Besides, they enjoy mass production to fulfill their needs. They don't give any thoughts to us." His whole body was slumped forward, as if the possible future physically weighed him down.

Cindy cast her eyes about the wasteland, then back to the flourishing part of the forest. The animals all stared at her with pleading, innocent eyes. She was suddenly filled with a fierce need to protect them all. Internally steeling herself, she turned to the Lorax. "Okay. What do I need to do?"

* * *

><p>The next day she had tried to get in to see the Once-ler. She was turned away, and harshly informed that the Once-ler was too busy to see anyone unless they made an appointment. She tried making that appointment. Again, she was turned away, being told that he was much too busy to hear the unnecessary complaints of a little girl.<p>

Cindy began to despair. She went back to the Truffula forest every evening to report her failures to the Lorax. He suggested getting other people to listen. "If there are enough people who care, the Once-ler will _have _to listen to us," he insisted.

They decided to call the campaign "Speaker of the Trees," giving a nod to the founder and president- the Lorax himself. He dubbed Cindy as his vice-president.

The next few weeks were filled with Cindy handing out fliers calling out for people's attention, rallies that no one came to, and petitions that never got signed. It got even more discouraging with the nasty things people would say to her as they passed.

"Tree-hugger!"

"Stop preaching doom, little girl!"

"Just because you may have bought a defective thneed doesn't mean you have to take it out on the entire city."

"You're going to ruin the economy, girl!"

What was worse, if possible, were the fan-girls. Cindy was pelted with insults and criticism and even marshmallows whenever she passed by a group of them. They seemed to be everywhere.

"Well," she'd sigh to herself, "There goes any chance of making new friends here."

Finally, on her twenty-third day of failure, she struck success.

She was waving a hand-made poster that said, "Thneeds make trees bleed!" when a young girl with tight brown curls slowed to watch her.

"Are you starting a club or something?" she asked.

Cindy blinked rapidly at her for a moment, then grinned her widest. "Something like that. It's a campaign. To save the environment."

"Does it need saving?"

Cindy nodded vigorously. "All those thneeds the Once-ler is making… it's causing us to lose our resources. It may not look bad now, but soon there will be no trees left, which means no clean air or water."

The girl considered her a moment. Cindy guessed she was probably about fourteen. Then she smiled, showing multicolored braces. "Count me in!"

Cindy though she might have misunderstood her. "What?"

"Count me in! I want to join your club."

Cindy could have cried. Finally, another member! She gave the girl, Norma, a pamphlet to read and told her to meet her by the old well just outside the city's entrance at three o'clock the next day. Norma nodded her head vigorously, then skipped off, leaving Cindy to wonder if she would really show up, and whether such a young person could really help in her campaign.

The following day, Cindy waited by the well. After two hours, she gave in to the fact that Norma wasn't coming. Feeling dejected, she sulked over to the Lorax. "Well, I _had _a member…" she mumbled as she approached him. He was standing on a rock and had a smug look on his face that irritated her. "What?" she asked.

His moustache nearly bristling with pride, he revealed an envelope he had been hiding behind his back and waved it at her. "Hey, you've done _something _right, kid," he chuckled. "Look."

Cindy took the envelope. It had already been opened. On the front, it was addressed "To the President of Speaker of the Trees" in green ink. Curious, she pulled out the slip of paper inside and quickly read it.

"It's signed by the Once-ler. He wants you to go see him tomorrow," she stated, handing him the envelope. "Do you think he's changing his mind?"

The Lorax shook his head. "I doubt it. I think he's getting annoyed with complaints about the complaints. He wants to scold me, I'm sure."

"But… how does he know you're the president?"

The Lorax sighed. "It's the way I introduce myself. I speak for the trees. He knows this. Of course I'm behind it."

Cindy sighed and collapsed onto the grass. "So you're going to try and convince him again?"

"No," the Lorax said, "you are."

Cindy snapped her head up to look at him. "Me? But he wants the _president, _not the _vice-_president."

The Lorax clasped his hands behind his back. "He won't listen to me. I've nagged him so many times that I'm just a nuisance he'd rather get rid of. You, on the other hand…" He jumped off his rock and stood in front of her. "This is the perfect opportunity. If he hears this from you, then maybe- just maybe- he'll listen."

* * *

><p>"So." The Lorax stood on his rock, watching as Cindy picked a truffula fruit from a tree and sat to eat it. "How'd it go?"<p>

"It went… well."

"Really?" His eyebrows went up in surprise. "He's going to stop cutting down trees?"

"Well…" Cindy tossed the purple fruit between her hands sheepishly. "I didn't exactly… talk to him about it."

The Lorax nearly fell of his rock. "What? Why not?"

"Well. He was so happy to see me, and I just…. Couldn't ruin the moment." She shrugged, then took a bite of the fruit. The sugary sweetness exploded in her mouth.

"But… but what about those arguments you typed up? The ones you were going to show him?"

Cindy shrugged. "I didn't share them." Actually, she had tossed her purple folder in the trash can that was just down the hall from Once-ler's office. "But," she said, "he's taking me on a picnic. I'll tell him everything then."

The Lorax's moustache bristled. "A picnic?"

"Yeah. I mean, he still wants to be friends. He wants to hang out."

The Lorax didn't take his piercing gaze off her, which made her feel uncomfortable. "And you're sure you'll tell him what changes he needs to make then?"

"Yeah." She took another bite. "I was thinking… I would show him the same thing you showed me the first day we met."

He hesitated, then nodded. "Alright. Fair enough."

They were silent for a moment. Cindy spoke. "You were wrong, though. He hasn't really changed."

"No?"

"He's still… the same silly boy I met in Whoville." She shook her head with a smile, as if it could make the memory clearer.

The Lorax looked rather alarmed. "No, Cindy. He's not. Don't let him fool you."

"Maybe he's been fooling you," she said quietly.

He frowned. She took a final bite of the fruit, then stood, tossing the core to the ground.

"He's not bad- he just doesn't realize what he's doing. I'll make him understand."

The Lorax didn't look convinced. He looked like he was about to argue, then changed his mind. "Cindy… You just be careful."

* * *

><p><strong>Remember to tell me what you think! :)<strong>


	4. Famous is as Famous Does

**I had lot of fun writing this one! Enjoy! :)**

* * *

><p><em>Music: "Everybody Loves Me" by One Republic; "Dreams Don't Turn to Dust" by Owl City; "Without You" by the Piano Guys<em>

**Chapter Four**

**Famous is as Famous Does**

"_Oh my_

_Feels just like I don't try_

_Look so good I might die_

_All I know is everybody loves me_

_Head down_

_Swaying to my own sound_

_Flashes in my face now_

_All I know is_

_Everybody loves me."_

-"Everybody Loves Me" by One Republic

This was it.

The moment he had been so anxious about since Cindy left his office.

His lack of concentration had made his mom suspicious, he knew, but he only twirled her with a laugh and proclaimed, "Business is booming!"

Hopefully that had gotten her off the scent.

At 11:30 sharp, he pulled into the apartment complex's parking lot.

His sleek green convertible had been spit and shined to perfection. He had placed his tallest hat on his head. He wore his nicest pin stripped suit, and his biggest sunglasses.

He was pretty B.A., he thought smugly to himself.

Before he could get out of his car and swagger to the door as every gentleman should, Cindy rushed out of the two story red brick building and stepped quickly down the steps, clutching a large light blue checkered blanket against her chest.

But Once-ler wasn't about to let her get the best of him. He would start this date out right.

Nimbly leaping over the door without bothering to open it, he rushed to the passenger side of the car and held open the door with a flashing smile. At least, he hoped it was flashing.

She grinned and shook her head at him as she approached, blushing at the ground.

She wore a bright orange blouse and a jean skirt that barely scraped the tops of her knees. Her blonde hair was tied back in a ponytail, but her bangs still fell into her eyes when she looked down.

"Thank you kind sir," she said in a light voice when she reached him.

"My pleasure!" he answered happily, and waited until she had settled herself in the seat before he closed the door for her.

Then he leapt over his own door and gunned the engine.

"We're going to take a little detour," he remarked. Cindy deserved all the attention she could get.

"Oh- okay," she said. "Why?"

"It's a surprise!" Oh, how Once-ler loved giving surprises. He glanced at Cindy. She was smiling quietly as the wind whipped her bangs back from her face. He had her curiosity.

As they headed deeper into town, however, Cindy seemed to grow a little concerned. "I was thinking that we could have this picnic outside of town…"

"Wherever you like," he answered. "But first, I want everyone to meet you!"

"Meet me-?" Something flashed across Cindy's face, a realization. Before she could say anything, however, they turned onto the shopping center's cobblestoned street. Here was where the fun was. Here was where everything took place- parades, concerts, parties with plenty of fireworks.

Hundreds of people milled about the streets and in front of little shops. When they saw his convertible pull in, all attention was focused on him.

People cheered. They waved. Smiled. Flashed pictures.

Ah, fame.

There was nothing quite like it.

He honked and waved his gloved hand, laughing and grinning like it was Christmas. "Isn't this the life, Cindy? With me, you'll never be- Cindy?"

To his immense surprise, she had sunk low in her seat, her hands sprawled over her face. She peeked at him through her fingers.

"I can't be seen!" she hissed. "Please, let's get out of here before someone recognizes me!"

Her curious behavior made Once-ler laugh. "You're so humble, Cindy! When you're with me, you learn to bask in the fame. The people will love you just for being in my presence! Now smile, the newspaper crew is just down the street…"

"Once-ler," Cindy choked, "Please. I don't want this. I'm not used to it. Let's just go have our picnic."

He supposed he'd better listen to her. He _was _being a little inconsiderate. She had no idea how to handle this kind of attention after all. "As you wish," he sighed in slight disappointment.

He revved the engine, and picked up speed, letting his adoring fans flash past quicker than he would have liked.

Once they were clear of the crowds, Cindy pushed herself up into a more comfortable position. "You should have told me," she mumbled.

Once-ler laughed. "Well, usually the girls around here would kill for the chance to be caught out with me." He draped his elbow lazily out the window. "But I guess you aren't like other girls."

Cindy didn't say anything. In a moment of panic, Once-ler wondered if he had offended her. He cleared his throat. "So… Where did you want to have the picnic?"

Cindy led them out of town. He grew increasingly uncomfortable as they traveled down a beat up road that probably wasn't even used anymore.

"Stop here. Just pull over."

He did as she commanded, and frowned. "I don't-"

"We have to walk there." Cindy flashed a smile at him.

Once-ler faked a laugh, feeling awkward. "Cindy, not many people come out here anymore-"

"I know. Come on."

She opened her door and got out. Once-ler bit his bottom lip, then followed suit, carefully removing his shades. Reaching into the back, he drew out the picnic basket he had his main cook put together for him.

Cindy led the way, holding the blanket she had brought.

"So, when exactly was the last time you were out of town?"

"Um." _Um?_ His confidence was wavering again. If he was honest with himself, the few trees drooping around them intimidated him. What if Moustache appeared from behind one of them? That would be awkward….

"It's been a while," he said finally. About three years, actually. Once his company took off, and more and more people came to live in the once nearly non-existent town, he tended to stick to being indoors.

He cleared his throat again. "And you? Do you… come out here often?"

"Yeah, I do actually," she replied. "I like to sketch animals. Remember?"

How could he not remember? Proof of it was still sitting quietly in his desk. "Yeah, yeah of course I do."

They made their way up a hill, and Once-ler was trying not to let his laborious breathing show. He used to be so full of energy, so full of life.

Now he was just out of shape.

How embarrassing.

Cindy didn't even break a sweat. She was the first to crest the hill. "This is where we'll have our picnic," she announced.

Once-ler reached her side, and his eyes widened.

He had a momentary flashback of when he had first stumbled on this place in his old covered wagon. Paradise. That's what it had been. So many trees, so much material to produce his product with…

This place looked much the same. The colorful trees grew close together, and the scent of butterfly milk wafted through the air.

"Wow," he whispered.

He was thrown back into reality when Cindy gently touched his shoulder. He looked at her. She smiled. "Let's go."

Once-ler instantly grew more chatty. The many trees, the sudden surprise of them, made him feel nostalgic. Before he knew it, he was sharing stories of his many adventures when he had fist come to this place.

He was in the middle of one when they picked a spot, and he helped Cindy spread the checkered blanket across the grass.

"…And then I wake up, right, and I'm in a freaking _river._" He took a moment to laugh at the memory. "I was like, 'I'm gonna die. This is the _end._' And there was this little barbaloot with me, named Pipsqueak…"

"He seems to be a real people person," Cindy commented with a smile as she settled herself down on the blanket.

"Yeah, he was a friendly furball…" Once-ler sat down across from her, removing his hat and setting it next to him. "And so then we were _just _about to go over a _waterfall _when…" He pulled out the sandwiches and handed one to Cindy, keeping one for himself. "When the Lorax pushed this huge boulder over the side of the cliff, nearly _crushing _me, and then I was _flying _through the air…" He took a bite of his sandwich. "And then I blacked out. Then I wake up to the Lorax, and you know what he said? Turned out _he _was the one who had put my bed in the river!"

Cindy looked startled. "But why?"

"Well, because…" Once-ler trailed off. Because he didn't want him cutting down his trees. He could almost feel his conscience squirm as he remembered holding up his right hand and declaring that he would never cut down another tree.

He had promised.

Promised.

Cindy was watching him intently, waiting for an answer. He mentally shook himself.

"Well, he was a little trickster, that creature was. I've learned to stop meddling with him. You can't change a person, after all."

He noticed with a twinge of worry that Cindy was frowning at her sandwich.

"What's wrong? Don't like green eggs and ham?" Green egg and ham sandwiches were his favorite. After all, green was his trademark color.

"No, no, the sandwich is fine…" Cindy brushed her bangs out of her face. "It's just… I don't think you're right. I mean, maybe you can't change a person. But maybe… Maybe you can influence them to change." She shrugged. "I think people change all the time."

Once-ler pulled a giant bag of marshmallows out of the basket. "I know one thing that will never change," he said, opening the bag. He threw an entire marshmallow in his mouth. "I will never stop loving marshmallows."

Cindy laughed, and snatched the bag away from him. "Gimme those." She fished for two marshmallows and bit into one.

"You know, this is a little like the first time we met," Once-ler said aloud, running a hand through his hair. "I'm always feeding you," he teased.

She popped the rest of the marshmallow in her mouth and gave him a cheesy grin. "That's why I wanted a picnic."

Once-ler snatched the bag of marshmallows away from her. "What are you, a hobo? I can't feed you all the time!"

"Oh yeah?" Cindy grabbed the bag, but Once-ler kept a tight grip on it.

It became a tug-a-war, and before long the bag exploded, spraying marshmallows all over their blanket.

Cindy was in a fit of giggles. "Now look what you've done!"

Once-ler pretended to look highly offended. "Me?" He picked up one of the puffs of sugar. "Well, since we don't have snow this time, Miss Who…"

He tossed the marshmallow at her lightly, and it bounced off her nose.

"Hey!"

Marshmallows went flying through the air. Once-ler jumped to his feet in an effort to get away from Cindy's onslaught. He pelted her as he playfully jumped backwards, dodging marshmallow after marshmallow.

Cindy finally sprang up and chased after him, arms full. Once-ler quickly ran out of amo and took to shielding himself behind trees.

He realized that if he had even a sliver of a chance, he would have to get back to the picnic blanket and gather more ammunition. With that plan in mind, he darted from behind a tree, and took off for his target.

Cindy popped out of nowhere and grabbed his arm.

He tripped, and they both went down together, Cindy landing on top of him with an "oof!" He watched in fascination as her bright blue eyes turned from mirth, to shock, to mortification.

"I'm sorry!" she gasped, quickly trying to get off of him. It resulted in nearly crushing his chest with her arm and being kneed in the stomach. "Your suit! I hope it's not ruined…" She hovered next to him on her knees, genuinely afraid she might have done something terribly wrong.

She had.

She had gotten off of him too quickly. Did she really fear him? The thought made something twist inside his chest.

He laughed, sitting up and putting an arm around her. "Cindy, it's okay. You didn't do anything."

Her already rosy cheeks darkened in color. "You sure?"

In answer, Once-ler smoothly got to his feet, and offered her his hand. "Positive." He smiled at her encouragingly.

After a brief hesitation, she took it. This view, of her laying helpless on the ground, was the first he'd ever seen her in. It was how they met. The memory glowed warmly inside him, and he pulled her up to her feet.

Before she could say anything, something fell from a tree and landed on her shoulders. Both Once-ler and Cindy cried out in surprise, but it was only a barbaloot.

A barbaloot?

"Hi, Pipsqueak," Cindy laughed, tugging playfully on his ear.

Something clicked inside Once-ler's mind. "You… You know him?"

Cindy looked sheepish. Pipsqueak held his arms out to Once-ler with an "aah!' sound, and he let the furry creature jump into his arms. He laughed awkwardly.

"Heh, heh… You never really… You didn't mention…"

Cindy brushed her bangs back, quickly tucking them behind her ear. "No, I didn't." She looked towards the ground, then back up at him. "Once-ler, there's another reason why I brought you here."

Suspicion loomed in his mind. "Okay."

Cindy turned to look behind her, then faced him again.

"I need to show you something."

* * *

><p><strong>To be continued!<strong>


	5. Barbaloot Ball and Watermelon Cannons

**Chapter Five! It's my little sister's favorite chapter. Enjoy!**

* * *

><p><em>Music: "When Can I See You Again?" by Owl City; "Up Is Down" from Pirates of the Caribbean: At World's End soundtrack; and finally "The Cove" from How To Train Your Dragon soundtrack for the end. x)<em>

**Chapter Five**

**Barbaloot Ball and Watermelon Cannons**

"_It's been fun but now I've got to go_

_Life is way too short to take it slow_

_But before I go and hit the road_

_I gotta know, 'til then,_

_When can we do this again?"_

-"When Can I See You Again?" by Owl City

Cindy felt incredibly guilty for many reasons.

First, she probably embarrassed _the _Once-ler in front of all those people. Second, she really didn't like green eggs and ham. Third, she probably got grass stains on his suit. And fourth, she should have told him the truth about everything the moment she got in his car.

Somehow, she felt she was about to betray him. But then again… he had to see what was happening. He had to see the damage he was causing. Even he would probably be shocked and put a stop to it.

That was the hope, anyway.

One-ler had acted bright and cheery when she told him she needed to show him something, but she could tell he was wary. She took a deep breath.

"Actually, before I do, I need to _tell _you something."

Pipsqueak was now hugging his neck with his paws, and Once-ler kept a hand on the creature's lower back so he wouldn't fall. For some reason, the sight touched her.

"Go on," he prompted when she didn't speak.

She was startled into nervousness. "Well, I, uh-"

"HEADS UP!"

Without warning, a barbaloot went flying through the air. Once-ler nearly dropped Pipsqueak trying to catch it, but Cindy stepped in to the rescue. The creature, who was a lot larger than Pipsqueak, fell heavily in her arms. The poor thing looked dizzy and worn out.

Two figures came crashing through the forest, yelling and whooping the whole way. Pipsqueak's grip on Once-ler tightened, and he partially hid his face in fright.

"Hey, look! It's the _Dunce-_ler!" one of them cried out in a loud, obnoxious voice.

Once-ler looked confused. "Bret? Chet? What are you doing here?"

"Well, we were supposed to be following you after mom heard you were with some girl- hey, is this her?"

The two darted towards her, and Cindy couldn't help but take a small step closer to Once-ler. She wished she could just hide behind him without looking like a child. She felt intimidated by these two.

"…Yeah, yeah, I guess…" Once-ler still looked like he wasn't quite comprehending what he was seeing. He put a hand heavily on Cindy's shoulder.

"Guys, this is Cindy. Cindy, these are… my brothers. Bret and Chet."

A vague memory came back to Cindy of Once-ler telling her that he was always getting pounded to a pulp by these two. She believed it. Everything about them shouted "destructive."

Cindy knew she should be polite, but instead she blurted out, "Why were you throwing this barbaloot around?"

"Oh, we were playing barbaloot-ball!" the one named Bret exclaimed. "We haven't played it in years!"

"Yeah, that's why we lost you guys in the first place. And it's a good thing we found you, or Mom would've been so mad…" Chet slipped an invisible noose around his neck and hung himself.

"Mom?" Once-ler repeated. Suddenly, it seemed to click for him, and a terrifying spark Cindy had never seen before lit in his eyes. "Mom sent you? To spy on me?" His voice rose. He was not happy.

"Well, she didn't want any rumors starting…"

"Yeah, she's not about to have her precious little Oncie's reputation pulverized…" Bret's use of a baby-ish tone made Once-ler look even more annoyed.

"Look, I don't care what Mom says, go home and leave us alone, will you?"

"Why should we listen to you?" Chet smirked. "It's not like you can fire us. Mommy wouldn't like that…"

The two broke out in obnoxious laughter. Once-ler, who had always seemed so confident and tall, seemed to shrink. Cindy had the strong urge to hug him, hold his hand…

But Once-ler quickly composed himself. He straightened, and it was now clear who was the one in authority. He hefted Pipsqueak higher on his shoulder. "You know… Barbaloots don't make for very good throwing things," Once-ler said lightly. "But in that basket over there-" he pointed to their picnic basket, "is a big, juicy watermelon. Now, that would be a joy to throw _and _destroy."

Bret and Chet's eyes glimmered with excitement. Once-ler strode to the picnic blanket, and set Pipsqueak down. He lifted the large watermelon out of the basket with both hands. "Here ya go!" he cried, and with a swing, threw it into the creek that was flowing only a few yards away.

The twins leapt for it, howling in delight as they splashed into the water.

Once-ler suddenly grabbed Cindy's hand. "Run!" he hissed in her ear.

Leaving everything behind, they took off, Once-ler still holding tightly onto her hand. He turned to her and grinned just as one of the boys yelled, "Hey, they're getting away!"

"Faster!" Once-ler said, pulling her along.

Cindy kept tripping over her sandals. Finally, she kicked them off, and soon she was the one pulling Once-ler back up the hill, and then down. The car wasn't very far- if they could just outrun the twins….

A giant green thing flew through the air and narrowly missed Once-ler. It rolled down the hill in front of them.

"They threw the _watermelon _at us?" Once-ler cried in disbelief.

Something about the tone in his voice, and the running, and hand-holding, made something bubble up in Cindy, and she began to laugh.

Heavy footsteps pounded behind them. Cindy didn't dare look back for fear of losing ground.

The hill made them both go faster than they could handle, and they tripped over their own feet until finally flying through the air and rolling down the hill. Once-ler's hand was torn from hers, and all she could hear was grass rustling and her own body hitting the ground as she rolled violently down the hill.

She crashed into something, which flinched away from her, then grabbed her hand and pulled her up to her feet again.

Incredibly, she was laughing again. Laughing her head off.

And Once-ler was joining her. They crashed past the drooping trees. There- there was the green convertible!

"Just jump in!" Once-ler cried, and they did. Cindy vaulted the door and landed in her seat with a triumphant cry.

"Hurry!" she shouted.

The twins were racing for them.

Once-ler was fumbling with the keys, muttering something about jellyfish under his breath. Finally, he fitted the key in the ignition, and started the engine. Cindy whooped.

The car bucked forward when he hit the gas and slid as he made an impressive 180, and they began to fish-tail away just as Bret and Chet slammed themselves into the sides of the car.

They were left in the dust. Cindy laughed and cheered as they sped away, and Once-ler held his palm up to her. She high-fived him, and Once-ler cried, "Aaaaaal_right!"_

Filled with a giddy mirth, she refused to let the fact that she didn't get the chance to show him what they were there for get her down. She didn't care at the moment anyways.

At least, she hadn't.

But as they sped down the road in victory, she could have sworn she saw the Lorax standing off to the side, shaking his head at her in disappointment.

* * *

><p>"You know, if I were in a different car, no one would recognize me."<p>

"Oh yeah?" Cindy laughed.

"Yeah. Cause I always wear my hat in public. And sunglasses." He held up the folded glasses and flicked them back and forth between his long fingers.

Cindy was glad he hadn't put them back on. She enjoyed being able to see his eyes. And he looked more like the boy she met in the forest without his overly-tall hat. He didn't look so stuck up- and rich.

"Why don't you stand up to them?" she found herself asking. "Your brothers."

Once-ler glanced at her in surprise and gripped the steering wheel with both hands, shrugging. "Not much I can do about them, I guess."

"But… You're their boss, right? And.. in power, and-"

"It's… My mom," he said sheepishly. "She won't let me fire them."

Cindy frowned. "Do you… do you do everything your mom tells you to?"

"No!" he snapped a little too quickly. "I mean…" He frowned, then tilted his head to the side, squinting his eyes. "You know what? I _do."_

This realization seemed to shock him. Cindy smiled.

"Maybe you should talk to her. Tell her that, well, it's _your _company, and _you're _the one running it, and she should…" she shrugged. "Back off."

Once-ler's head snapped around to look at her. She immediately felt sorry she had been so blunt.

But he laughed. "You know… maybe I _should."_ But somehow, he didn't seem very sincere about it.

Cindy knew she should move on to a different subject, but she didn't. "Are you… are you afraid of her?"

"Who?"

"Your mom."

"No! ….I don't know." He brought his fingers to his temple as if he had a headache. "Sorry the picnic was ruined."

"Oh no, it wasn't ruined." Cindy grinned at him. He glanced at her again.

"Really?"

"Really. I had a lot of fun powning you at marshmallow wars," she teased.

"Ha!" He lightly hit her in the shoulder with his fist. "Never again, I assure you!"

"We'll see about that."

They were at her apartment. Once-ler ran his hand through his windblown hair. "Ugh. Sorry you lost your blanket… And you're shoes."

Cindy laughed. "It was an old blanket. And the shoes…" She shrugged.

"I'll buy you a new pair," Once-ler announced. "Or five pairs if you wanted. Ten, even. I can buy you as many shoes as you want!"

Now Cindy's laugh was uncomfortable. She had never had anyone but her parents offer to buy her things before. Well, not things like clothes or shoes. Buying the food on a date was different. "Um, that's okay," she said. "I have other shoes."

"You sure? Cause, well, you know…" He draped his arm across the car door and leaned back pompously in his seat. "I _am _the richest guy in town…"

Something about his change in attitude annoyed Cindy. She wasn't sure if he was teasing or not. He _was _the richest guy in town… But that wasn't something to go around bragging about.

…Was it?

"Well. I'd better go inside now. Thanks for the date."

Once-ler looked slightly cast down. "Oh. Yeah. You're welcome. Hold on, don't move!"

Cindy couldn't help a smile as he leapt out of his seat and over the car door, and jogged his way around the front of the car to hold the door open for her with a grin.

She studied him as he bowed forward, gazing up at her with merriment. There were no sunglasses to hide the expression in his eyes. There was no hat to hide the ruffled hair. His smile seemed genuine, his entire attitude slightly less intimidating. Her smile grew soft, remembering the surprise on his face when she fell on top of him, the feel of his thin but solid chest under her hands…

His head tilted to one side, and his eyes grew wide in confusion as he straightened slightly. "What?"

Cindy shook herself. "Nothing, nothing…." She slid out of the car, then turned to face him. "I just… I really had a good time."

And she hugged him.

She was hugging him- the richest man in town- her arms wrapped around his middle and her head tucked in at his chest.

He must have been surprised, because he didn't move for several seconds. She started to worry that he wasn't happy that she was hugging him, but then his hands softly settled on her shoulder blades. Then, his long arms wrapped around her, and he held her securely against him.

She drew away with a smile. "I'll see you later."

Then she turned, and darted back up the steps and into the apartment without looking back.

* * *

><p><strong>To be continued!<strong>


	6. The Purple Folder

**Hey guys! Sorry this took so long to put up- and I'm also sorry that it's a pretty short chapter! It's been a crazy week! Hope you enjoy nonetheless. :)**

* * *

><p><em>Music: None- it's a rather short chapter, with so many different moods that it's pretty hard to choose a song that portrays this chapter accurately. Apologies!<em>

Chapter Six

The Purple Folder

"_Sometimes the questions are complicated and the answers are simple."_

–Dr. Seuss

"Stop smiling!" Once-ler slapped himself as he mounted the steps to his building.

But it made him smile even more.

She had hugged him.

Hugged him?

He'd never… well, he'd never really been hugged like that. He didn't know what to do! He had had a deer-in-the-headlights moment.

He hugged himself as he made his way down the hallway, then did a little twirl, humming loudly to himself.

He'd have to write a song about this.

And then perform it.

On the roof of the building, where everyone could hear!

And then… and then….

Once-ler kicked open the door, and galloped right in his office, ending with a spin. "This is the pla-a-a-ace!" he sang in a loud voice.

"Is it now, Oncie?"

Once-ler was a little floored when he saw his mom leaning back in his giant spinning chair, arms crossed and glasses on the edge of her nose as she gazed at him disapprovingly. He wasn't about to let that bother him.

"Mom!" He rushed to her, and grabbed both her hands, holding them high. "How's life?"

She scowled at him. "Oncie, I think we need to talk."

Her tone finally popped his happy bubble. His smile turned very fake. "Yeah, we do actually. Would you care to explain why you sent Bret and Chet to spy on me like some trouble-making child?"

"Don't you use that tone of voice on me!" his mother snapped, standing. "I had good reason."

"Well then!" Once-ler collapsed in the chair, slumped down and with his feet resting on the desk. "Tell me. Cause, you know, I was kinda sorta in the middle of a _date."_

Isabelle blinked. "A date?" she said sharply.

"Yeah. You know… Where two people who really, really, really, really, really, really, really-"

"Oncie!"

"-_Really _like each other go hang out? Just the two of them. Without getting _interrupted _by two lumbering idiot brothers."

Isabelle crossed her arms and continued to frown at him. "You mean to tell me you went on a date with the vice president of the Speaker of the Trees?"

Once-ler stared at her for a second, processing what she just said. Then, he burst into laughter. "No! Mom, I don't know _what _you're talking about…"

"The little blonde who came in here yesterday?" Isabelle pushed. "You were expecting the president of the Speaker of the Trees…"

"Yeah, and he never _came_." He straightened in his chair. "Cause we all know it's just that furry nuisance trying to cause trouble again…"

Isabelle's eyes narrowed. "You really don't know then, do you?"

Her little joke was getting old. "Know what?" he snapped. He felt annoyed that his mom wanted to ruin his perfectly blissful mood.

Isabelle pursed her lips. Then, she reached for a stack of papers Once-ler hadn't noticed laying on the desk. Actually, stack of envelopes. And underneath it… Was that-?

"These," Isabelle waved the envelopes in one hand, "are letters of… _concern."_

Once-ler huffed a little laugh. "Concern."

"For your business." She plowed on, cutting him off. "And _this…"_ She held up the familiar purple folder. "Is Cindy's."

"I know that's Cindy's," Once-ler said in irritation. "You didn't have to look through her stuff!" He snatched at the folder, but Isabelle held it a bay, and tossed the pile of letters onto his desk. "I would look at those first. Then I'll show you what Cindy's been keeping in this lovely folder."

Once-ler's mood was turning very sour very fast. Gritting his teeth, he snatched a random envelope and tore out the paper inside. All the envelopes had been opened already, to his intense irritation.

He scanned the letter quickly. "Wait… Why are they asking me if I'm going to cut down on Thneed production?" Isabelle didn't answer. He tossed the letter to the side, and opened another. "_Dear Mr. Once-ler… Saw you with the brat, was wondering if she's trying to influence you to stop making your thneeds… _What is this?" He grabbed another one. "_Don't let her preach doom to you…. Don't give in… your thneeds are great…."_ He slapped the sheet of paper down and glared at his mom. "What is going on?" He tried very hard not to let the frustration show in his voice.

In response, Isabelle handed him the purple folder. "We found this in the trash down the hall."

Once-ler snatched it from her demon hands, and flipped it open. Words, pictures, and charts jumped out at him.

"Wha-?" He grew silent as he continued to read. His frown grew deeper and deeper.

Finally, he snapped the folder closed, unable to read anymore.

"No… This isn't right. She's not… She… She wouldn't…."

Isabelle's frown softened, and she put on a mask of melodramatic sympathy. "Oh, Oncie!" She threw her arms around him, sniffling against his neck. "I'm so sorry!"

He pushed his chair violently back, tearing himself away from her. He leapt up from the chair and stood, watching her like one who's been betrayed and has nowhere to go. "But…"

"Now, this is why Mommy tells you not to focus on one girl. They're all vile, evil creatures who use clueless boys like you for their own cunning devices." She sniffed again, and wiped away at a tear he didn't see. "You're just too trusting, dear Oncie. I'm afraid you'll never have much luck with romance. Now you know the truth, and you're never going to see her again, are we clear?"

He blinked rapidly at his mother. "Yes… too trusting… clueless…" He slowly shrank back into his chair. "You're right…"

"My poor, poor Oncie!" Isabelle made an advance on him again, but he held his hand up.

"No, Mom. I… You've made your point quite clear. Now leave me. I've… I've got work to do."

"Of course, dear. Oh, Mommy's just so proud of her Oncie!" She grinned at him as if she hadn't just completely crushed his bubbly mood and left him alone in his office.

He swiveled in his chair. Then he began to spin….

Spin, spin, spin.

It was something he did in his earlier days, when he actually felt guilty about cutting down the Lorax's trees and breaking his promise… But those days were over. He hadn't been in a depressed mood like that for over two years now. His business had kept him too busy.

His office turned into a mesh of color as he continued to spin, trying to dull his mind.

Yet the words were now imprinted in his briain, and it didn't matter what he saw with his physical eyes. He would always see those words in his mind's eye.

She was against his business. Completely against it.

Against him.

He closed his eyes.

Oh, how could he have been so _stupid!_

How else could Cindy have gotten inside his office? Of course she had told his mom that she was part of the Speaker of the Trees crap. Vice-president even. So then she was pretty close to the Lorax, wasn't she?

And she never mentioned this as he was telling her about him at their picnic.

Not a single word.

She'd been tricking him. Trying to get close to him. Or… something.

The point was- she had been dishonest in keeping this from him. And the truth hurt _especially _now that it wasn't coming from her. It was coming from his mom of all people…

He stopped his spinning. It was pointless.

And he was hopeless.

Was it possible to feel so insanely happy one moment, and so deeply depressed the next?

_That's _why Cindy had tried to hide when they drove through town- she didn't want to soil her campaign by being seen with the one she was fighting against. Only it went the other way around- now his customers were worried that _he _was being influenced by her. Actually listening to her. When she was trying to bring him down? Never!

He sprang from his chair and began to pace. The purple folder… Why would she have brought it if she wasn't going to use it? She obviously was going to talk to him about that stuff, but changed her mind. Maybe that's why she never mentioned anything. She'd had a change of heart. Seen how great his company was and how foolish it was to listen to the Lorax.

Once-ler nodded to himself, finding this more and more likely.

Yes, he was still slightly upset about her little secret, but he could get past it. In fact, this just meant he should _keep _seeing her. Reaffirm that _he _was right, not the Lorax.

Once-ler smiled. This changed nothing.

He laughed, grabbed the stack of envelopes still lying on his desk, and threw them into the air.

* * *

><p><strong>Tell me what you thought! Again, apologies for it being so short!<strong>


	7. Norma

**Finally! I'm so sorry I've been behind on posting chapters. Finals week and all. Enjoy!**

* * *

><p><em>Music: "Everybody Wants to Rule the World." You can listen to whatever version you want, but I listen to the one by Sue Ellen. <em>

**Chapter Seven**

**Norma**

_Everybody wants to rule the world_

_Say that you'll never, never, never, never need it_

_One headline—why believe it?_

_Everybody wants to rule the world._

-"Everybody Wants to Rule the World" by Sue Ellen

"Okay- what _happened _yesterday? I thought you were going to show him all the destruction he's caused!"

"Hello to you too," Cindy mumbled, taking a seat on the ground. "Look, I was going to- I really was. Then his obnoxious brothers showed up and-"

"And he drove you away into the sunset so you just _forgot _to tell him what the whole date was really about. I see." The Lorax stroked his moustache. "I'm getting worried about this, Cindy. You need to tell him. A.S.A.P." He jumped down from his boulder and stood next to Cindy, gently putting his hand on her knee.

"What's to worry about?" she asked.

"Well, for one thing, you can't really trust him."

Cindy snickered. "And this coming from the guy who dumped his bed in a raging river in the middle of the night?"

The Lorax's eyes widened, and his mouth opened into an "o" shape. "He _told _you that?"

"Oh, yeah. You could've killed him you know."

The Lorax brushed it away with a wave of his hands. "I was desperate to get him out of here."

"So you resorted to murder? And I'm supposed to _trust _you?"

"No, no! I mean, yes!" He slapped his hairy palm against his forehead. "I mean- _no, _I wasn't trying to murder him, and _yes, _you should trust me."

Cindy sighed, and leaned backwards until she was laying on her back, her legs stretched out in front of her. "I know I can," she mumbled. "I just… He's so _nice."_

She could almost feel the Lorax's disappointment. "This is what I was afraid of. Cindy, you can't trust him. All he cares about is his own greed. His need to have more money, even though he's got more than anyone around here. He's taking away our home…"

"Yeah, but I don't think he realizes that." Cindy sat back up, eager to defend Once-ler. "I mean… and his mom is pretty tough on him I think."

"Ha! You should meet his aunt sometime…"

"I'm serious. I think he's afraid of her. Or afraid to displease her. Something. But it's… it's blinding him to the reality, I think. Maybe we should find a way to make him see that."

The Lorax seemed to think about this for a moment. "You know… You have a point. I truly think he was more than willing to honor our agreement about not chopping down the trees until his relatives showed up… Should I dump _their_ beds in the river?"

Cindy grinned. "That's not a bad idea…."

"Hey tree-girl!"

Both Cindy and the Lorax turned in surprise to see someone running up to them.

"I've been looking all over for you! Sorry I didn't make the appointment." She grinned when she reached them, showing her multicolored braces.

"Norma!" Cindy said, scrambling to her feet. "You… You still want to join the campaign?"

The girl with the curly brown head nodded vigorously. "Of course I do! I've always wanted to be a rebel!" She bared her teeth and growled.

Cindy and the Lorax stared until Norma went back to smiling. The Lorax looked up at Cindy, his eyes wide. "_This _is the one member you were talking about?"

Cindy straightened, lifting her chin in defiance. She took the few steps to close the distance between Norma and herself, and draped an arm around her shoulders. "Yes. She's our little hero."

"Hey, who you calling little?" Norma demanded.

Cindy tightened her grip on her shoulders. "And she's got the feistiness we need."

The Lorax looked Norma up and down. "Well that's for sure."

"I've got more than that," Norma said, turning to look at Cindy. "I've got-" she looked left and right, as if checking to make sure no one was listening in- "_information."_

"Oh yeah?" Cindy asked. "Like what?"

Norma stood to her full height. "Well. My dad works for Mr. Once-ler. He's in charge of the Choppers." She whispered the last sentence, and when she said "Choppers," she gave a little shudder. "Anyway, he knows a lot about what's going on at the factories and things. Tells mom about them all the time. I listen in when they don't know it." She grinned, pleased with herself.

Cindy nodded. "Go on."

"Well, I know that Mr. Once-ler is about to hire ten more Choppers, twice the amount he has already."

The Lorax made a strangled sound. "He can't-!"

Cindy put her hand on his head to steady him. "Go on, Norma."

"Um… The millionth thneed will be made soon? Mr. Once-ler will probably throw a huge party for it."

"The… _millionth?" _The Lorax could barely get the word out.

Norma nodded. "Yep. It's pretty huge."

"That's right- a pretty huge pain in the a-"

"Hold on a minute!" Cindy cut him off. "Maybe… maybe we could somehow make everyone at the party understand how monumental that is for the environment? How that kind of production needs to stop? Maybe run some kind of "you've got your millionth thneed- now let's plant a million trees" slogan?"

The Lorax raised his eyebrows.

"Well…" Norma slid a little backpack off her shoulders and unzipped it. "All you'd really have to do is show up…"

She pulled out a newspaper.

Cindy grabbed it, and stared at it in a mix of mortification and amazement. "I'm…. I'm on the front page of a newspaper."

"Lemme see that." The Lorax snatched it away from her, and scanned it. A slight smile tugged at the corners of his lips. "Well. That's interesting."

Cindy snatched the paper back.

A picture of her and Once-ler driving down the street took up half the page. In bold letters were the words, "CEO OF THNEEDS COMPANY BUYING INTO SCAM?"

Cindy let out a laugh of disbelief. "Seriously? I didn't even make that much noise… I'm _one person _for crying out loud! Why are they all so freaked out?"

"You could use this to your advantage," the Lorax said. "If the people think that you spending time with the Once-ler means he's starting to listen to you…"

"But couldn't it go the other way around? Wouldn't they think that he's bribing to drop the whole campaign?"

Norma took the newspaper back and rolled it back up. "People are stupid," she said lightly. "They'll do anything for a bit of gossip."

"So- what? The Once-ler and I are suddenly a hot topic?" Cindy groaned, and began to pace. "When my parents find out…"

"That's not the point," the Lorax interrupted her. "The point is trying to get the people to listen to you by… well, getting close to him."

Cindy stopped her pacing and stared at him. "What?"

The Lorax looked uncomfortable. "Well, I mean, you don't have to… But if the people think you're getting through to him… They might listen."

"But hold on- get close to him? As in… _use _him?"

The Lorax held up both hands in defense. "Now, you're twisting my words, kid…"

"First you act all concerned like maybe I'll get myself hurt if I keep spending time with him, and that he can't be trusted, and now suddenly you're all 'oh get close to him, _lie _to him for your own purposes, doesn't matter if you hurt him….' No! How could you even _suggest _that?"

The Lorax sighed. "Forget it then. Do what you like. But Cindy- the fate of… all of this-" he gestured to the trees standing serenely around them- "lays in your hands."

"Oh thanks, now you're putting all the pressure on me," Cindy said sarcastically.

"I'm just saying… I hope you have everything under control. I hope you know what you're fighting for."

"Of course I know what I'm fighting for! Why else would I go around making myself the most hated person in the city? For kicks?"

He shook his head, lowering his bright blue eyes to the ground. "I'm not going to fight you. Just… be careful, Cindy."

And he walked away.

Cindy felt bad for snapping on him. But really- he could be hard to please sometimes.

"Sooooo…" Norma scooted closer to Cindy, who had resumed her pacing. "How _was _the date?"

"It wasn't a date," Cindy mumbled.

"Yeah, it was. And how was it?"

"It was…" Cindy stopped pacing, and sighed. "It was probably the best date I'd ever been on, actually."

Norma grinned. "See? You just admitted it was a date."

Cindy ignored her and sat back down next to the creek, swirling the water with her fingers. Even this creek wasn't the cleanest now.

Norma silently crouched down next to her. "So. Do you like him?"

Cindy frowned at the water. "What?"

"Mr. Once-ler. Do you like him?"

Cindy sighed in exasperation. "How could I know? It was only one date! And if the city's going to freak out over it like this, there probably won't be another one."

The thought of never hanging out with Once-ler again struck her like a heavy blow. She hoped she could hang out with him again.

Norma was watching her carefully. "You know… You really _should _go to the party."

Cindy shook her head. "The paparazzi would probably be all over me."

"That's the thing," Norma said, pulling up blades of grass and twisting them in her fingers. "We dress you up all pretty, and you're the Belle of the ball. They should be interested in hearing from you then."

Cindy clenched her jaw. "No, I don't think it will work that way." She stood. "I'm going to walk. And think. I'm kind of… overwhelmed."

Norma nodded.

"Thanks for being so interested in the campaign," Cindy said as she backed away. "And for all of the information. It really helped."

Norma smiled. "Oh, and you should also know- I think Mr. Once-ler has a crush on you."

Cindy walked away then, furiously telling her fluttering stomach to knock it off.


	8. Grocery Stalking

**Hey guys! Hope you all had a Merry Christmas (or if you don't celebrate it, still a merry week!). I've been posting a lot less often than I'd like to, so I'll try to be better at that. Here's Chapter Eight- Enjoy!**

* * *

><p><em>Music: Secrets by One Republic, The Writer by Ellie Goulding<em>

**Chapter Eight**

**Grocery Stalking**

_I am the green in the grass_

_That bends back from underneath your feet_

_And I am the blue in your back alley view_

_Where the horizon and the rooftops meet._

_-_"The Technicolor Phase" by Owl City

She had just walked into the store, her blonde waves being swallowed by the automatic doors.

Once-ler detached himself from the lamp post he had been leaning against, and followed in pursuit.

No, he was not stalking her.

Okay, maybe he was.

But neither of them wanted to be seen together in public currently, and he had to talk to her. So the only way to do that was to dress up like some punk and sneak around. He tugged self consciously on the large gray hoodie he had on, hoping no one would think he looked _too _suspicious, even with the hood up and his hands deep in the front pocket.

His lanky form made its way to the doors, and he hunched over as he stepped inside the store. What if someone recognized him? He'd be pounced on for sure. And that's the last thing he wanted right now.

He was a man on a mission.

Skipping right past the carts, he began to wander, head lowered, around the store. Where'd she go? Maybe it would just be easier to wait outside for her to emerge….

Nah, this was too much fun.

Did he just see blonde waves disappear into the next aisle?

With a loping stride that he imagined punks walk around in, he headed for the aisle. Just as he was passing it and about to peek in to see if Cindy was there, someone nearly rammed into him.

"Sorry," she muttered, dodging him quickly.

It _was _Cindy. Must have walked into that aisle on accident, and was hurrying out just as he was passing by.

He watched as she quickly walked farther down the store, peeking into an aisle occasionally before she finally disappeared into one.

So adorable.

With a widening grin, he loped after her, careful to keep his hood over his eyes.

He _did _get a few suspicious looks- but that was probably because he looked pretty shady in his loose hoodie and blue jeans, moping about the place like he was going to steal something. He tried to ignore any looks he got, and focused on re-finding Cindy. It was a fun game.

She had gone to the produce aisle, and was carefully picking from a large selection of red apples. Once-ler moved stealthily (in his mind) towards her. She tied the bag of apples in a knot, and set them in her grocery basket, moving to the selection of vegetables that had just been sprayed with water.

Mustering up his courage, he loped himself in her direction, hands still in the front pocket. When he was standing right next to her, staring at packages of carrots and leafy greens, he cleared his throat.

"I need to talk to you," he said in a low voice.

No answer.

Once-ler turned his head to the left so he could see past his hood. Cindy had long since walked away. He had just talked to a bunch of vegetables. He huffed a breath of frustration, twisting to the right.

A small boy that barely reached his waist stared up at him.

Once-ler froze. He cracked an awkward smile. "Hi, kid."

The boy stared at him, his eyes growing wider by the second. "You need to talk to the carrots?" he whispered.

Once-ler cleared his throat and simply patted the boy on the head. It was time to go after Cindy again. He backed away, hoping he hadn't freaked out the kid _too _much.

He never got close enough to talk to her. He snooped around, enjoying the whole thing a little more than he should have. Finally, Cindy got in line to have her things rung up.

Once-ler slipped into a line at another register, then realized he had nothing to buy. He quickly grabbed a pack of gum off one of the mini shelves.

When he finally reached the register, he glanced back at Cindy for the hundredth time. She was already done and picking up her bags. With a sweet smile and a nod, she told the cashier thank you and began to walk towards the exit.

"No!" Once-ler muttered.

"That'll be a dollar nineteen, sir."

Once-ler spun on the cashier, searching his pockets for some loose change. "But… but the sign said 87 cents."

The woman behind the register coughed. "Tax."

Grumbling, Once-ler found a few quarters and dimes, and managed to pay for the gum. Once he had it in his hands, he bounded for the exit, nearly smacking himself into the automatic doors.

Once he was outside, he was momentarily blinded by the sunlight. Should've worn his sunglasses… but then people might recognize him. He quickly looked around, blinking rapidly as he searched for Cindy.

"Hey."

He jumped and spun around. She stood behind him, grinning.

"Were you following me?"

Once-ler, caught off guard, spluttered. "Psh, following? You? No, no, I… I just needed… some, uh… some gum." He pulled out the pack and waved it in her face.

One of her thin eyebrows was raised skeptically. "Mmm."

"Yep. But, uh… I _did _want to talk to you…" He pocketed the gum.

Cindy's smile grew. "Okay. Well, uh, I need to get these groceries home…"

"Here." Once-ler took most of the bags from her, despite her protests. "Cindy, I need to put these scrawny limbs to use somehow."

Cindy laughed. "Fine. Fine, take them."

Soon, they were walking side by side, grocery bags rustling against their legs. She glanced at him. "So you really had to put on a hoodie to disguise yourself? In this weather?"

He shrugged. "It's not _that _hot out." Actually, he was going to start steaming under that thing pretty soon.

"It will be by the time we get to my apartment," Cindy pointed out.

"I have an internal cooling system."

"Oh, yeah?"

"Yeah. It turns on once it detects a hint of sweat."

"You're joking."

"Yeah, but now that I've thought of it, I'm going to have to invent it. It might even produce better than my thneeds!"

Cindy chuckled, but then bit her lip and didn't say anything else.

Was she really so against his company?

He cleared his throat, tightening his grip on the grocery bags. "Listen, Cindy… Uh, have you been keeping something from me?"

She jerked her head to look at him. "Why would you say that?"

"Well." He took a deep breath. "Have you?" He found himself staring at the ground, hardly able to look at her in fear of what she might (or might not) say.

"Yes," she finally said. "Yes, I have been keeping something from you. I… well, I tried to tell you when I was in your office, but it just… would ruin the moment… and then the reason why I took you out on that picnic…"

"So then," Once-ler looked over at her. "You _are _against thneed production?"

Cindy's eyes widened. "No, no! But…" she trailed off, then stared down at the sidewalk. "Once-ler, we're not doing this right."

He nearly tripped on the sidewalk. "What?"

"I've just been thinking… Well, we're friends. And… I want to stay that way. But the whole issue with your business…" She shrugged. "It'll get in the way. So I was thinking… We should have two relationships. A friendship, where we're just friends, and a business relationship, where we just talk… business."

Once-ler thought about it. "Okay…. Is this just a way to avoid talking about this?"

"No, it's not." Cindy stopped in her tracks, and Once-ler had to stop as well, turning to face her. She took another deep breath. "You and I need to make an appointment. At your office. And there, we'll discuss… business."

He cocked his head to the side, observing her. It was a strange idea. But… maybe it could work. Maybe they could be friends and semi-enemies at the same time? The more he thought about it, the more sense it made.

He suddenly grinned. "Looks like we have a deal, Miss Who." He stuck out his hand. Cindy took it with a smile, and they shook on it. "So then would you like to meet me tomorrow? What time?"

"Umm…" Cindy leaned to one side. The bags were starting to get heavy for both of them. "How about 2 o'clock?"

"Works for me!"

She beamed. "Good." They resumed walking. "So… have you always had those clothes, or…?"

He looked down at himself. "Uh, bought them this morning, actually."

Cindy looked like she was trying to stifle a giggle. "Well. They look good on you."

He gave her a sideways glance. "Are you teasing me?"

Her grin had a hint of mischievous behind it. "I might be." She gathered all her bags in one hand, and with her free hand she tugged down his hood, making his hair flop in different directions. She smoothed it down. "There." She gave him a satisfied smile. "Now I'm not."

Something twisted inside of his chest as he watched her smile at him. She really didn't mean him any harm, did she? They could be friends. It could work.

He would _make _it work.
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**Chapter Nine**

**POBLO**

_When at last we are sure_

_You've been properly pilled,_

_Then a few paper forms_

_Must be properly filled,_

_So that you and your heirs_

_May be properly billed._

-Dr. Seuss

Cindy put away her groceries with a smile on her face. She genuinely loved being around Once-ler. From the very first time she'd met him, he was just a lot of fun to be around, and left her feeling both warm and fuzzy and guilty at the same time.

But she would talk to him, and they would work together to find a way to save the environment without ruining his business. It would all work out.

Hannah emerged sleepily from their room, pulling her disheveled dark hair back into a messy ponytail. She'd slept in til noon again. "Who was over?" she asked, taking a seat at the table.

Cindy put the milk in the fridge. "A friend. We ran into each other on my way home and he helped carry my groceries."

"Aw." Hannah got busy making herself a bowl of cereal. "That's sweet."

Her roommate normally didn't talk with her much. They both kept to themselves. As far as Cindy's campaign went, Hannah had taken a pamphlet and never mentioned the subject again. Cindy knew what Hannah must think of her. Anti-social tree hugger. While Hannah was out at parties nearly every night, Cindy was either with the Lorax or doing homework. She had tried finding a job, but they were rather hard to come by in a city that didn't like people who preached for a change in their way of life.

So the job search was still on-going. It wouldn't be the end of the world if she didn't find one this semester- after all, she had plenty of money saved up.

But she'd need one eventually.

Once-ler would probably give her a job. But what would that do to her campaign? She can't work for a business she was punching in the gut.

There was a knock on the door.

"I'll get it," Cindy announced quietly, leaving Hannah to her cereal.

She was met with two men in fancy suits and shades. The both held briefcases. "Miss Cindy Lou Who?" the taller one asked.

"Yeah, that's me." She shuffled her feet nervously.

"May we come in?"

"Of course." She stumbled out of the way as they strode in the door.

The tall, skinny one had close-cropped hair, and gave her a sly smile that made her feel uncomfortable. The other one was short and stocky, and hadn't even come close to cracking a smile. He was bald.

Cindy heard a door shut quietly as Hannah escaped to their room.

The thin man extended his hand to Cindy, and she took it. "The name's Morris. Jerry Morris. This is my collegue, Jensen." Cindy shook hands with the stocky man. Morris cleared his throat. "We represent the P.O.B.L.O- Protection of Biological Life Organization. But we like to call ourselves POBLO. Like the name Pablo." He chuckled as if he had just said the punch line of a joke.

Cindy felt her eyebrows rise. "Wait- Protection of… You mean…"

"Yes, ma'am. May we take a seat?"

"Yes- yes, of course!" Cindy gestured to the couch, and she herself drew a chair out of the kitchen so she could sit across from them.

Once comfortably seated, Morris continued. "We've heard a lot about your… campaign here in Greenville," he said. "Not going very well, is it?"

Cindy felt a light blush come to her cheeks. "No, I- well. No."

Morris's overly white teeth gleamed at her. "Well, Miss Cindy, we're here to tell you that your troubles are over!" He lifted his briefcase into his lap and opened it, pulling out some papers. "We're here to ask you to support us- and in turn, we will support _you."_

This was almost too good to be true. Cindy narrowed her eyes in suspicion. "What am I supporting you in?"

"Cindy, Cindy…" Morris leaned forward. Jensen still scowled next to him. "We share the same views, you and I. We want to protect the environment, save it from all of this industry."

Cindy nodded. Morris continued.

"And because we have noticed your valiant efforts here in Greenville, we want you to be a part of our organization. Think of it- with us, you can dump your pitiful little campaign that's never going to get anywhere—no offense- and actually _do _something to preserve the environment and keep those wild plants and animals safe."

His statement gave her mixed feelings. For one, she felt offended by his jab about her campaign, even if it was true. But if she could actually accomplish what she's been trying to do for over a month with these people….

"Okay." Cindy kept her back straight, business-like. She wished she were wearing something more professional. "So what's your plan of action?"

Morris chuckled. "_Now _you're talking. We need to make an appointment with the Once-ler. We've got a deal to strike with him."

"What deal?" Cindy asked curiously.

"We'll brief you with the details at another time. But if it works- We guarantee that both you _and _the Once-ler won't be disappointed."

Cindy thought about this for a second. A dark thought came to her mind. "Forgive me," she said, "but… Is this for real? Or were you hired to tell me all this just to stop my noise in the streets?"

Morris barked out a laugh. Jensen's expression stayed exactly the same. "Cindy, dear- no offense, but you didn't make that big of noise. Just enough to catch our attention." He leaned back in his seat, crossing his legs causally. "Actually, what really got people talking about your campaign was what was on the front page of the newspaper yesterday." He grinned. "Nice move, getting close to the Once-ler… making people think…"

Cindy's face grew hot, and she couldn't help frowning at him. "That's not what it was like."

"Sure, sweetheart." If he was close enough, she was sure he would have patted her hand. She interlaced her fingers and held her hands protectively in her lap.

"So… When are you going to meet with the Once-ler?"

Morris looked over at Jensen as if to exchange glances, but Jensen didn't look at him. Morris looked back at Cindy. "Well, we tried seeing him today, but he wasn't in. So we came straight to you instead." He winked. "Second priority on our list was rounding you up on our side. With you, our project is sure to be a success."

"Project?" Cindy instantly grew suspicious again.

"To achieve the preservation of the environment, of course!" Morris fluttered a sheet of paper over his head. "It's our number one goal."

Cindy chewed on her bottom lip, thinking. "So… what happens when I join this… this…"

"Just call us POBLO. And that's easy- you come to work for us." He looked around the apartment pointedly, and Cindy wished it were a bit tidier. "As a college student, I'm sure a job would be welcome."

It would. "What are the things I'd do?" Cindy asked.

"We'll give you a job description once the deal with the Once-ler has been struck." He handed the paper he had been waving around to her. "Just sign this contract declaring that you are now a member of POBLO." He winked again. "That way we know you're really on our side."

Cindy skimmed over the words on the piece of paper. Everything looked okay… Signing only showed that she would support this organization. And while she wasn't very fond of its representatives, she was sure the organization itself had good intentions. In fact, they would be able to actually _do _something about the environmental problem.

These people were actually a miracle- heaven sent. Finally, some people who understood her and what she was saying.

She most likely wouldn't come across another chance like this again.

Morris handed her a pen, and she uncapped it. She paused, hesitating before she signed. "You won't… try to ruin Once-ler's business, will you?"

"No, no, of course not!" Morris grinned his widest yet. "In fact, he will absolutely _love _our offer."

Cindy bit her lip, then signed the contract.

Morris snatched it away from her the moment she was finished, and set it in his briefcase, shutting it with a snap. "Pleasure doing business with you, Miss Cindy." He handed her a card. "We'll keep in touch."
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**Chapter Ten**

**New Business Plans**

_It's the terror of knowing _

_What this world is about_

_Watching some good friends_

_Screaming, "Let me out!"_

-Under Pressure by Queen

"They want to build a _what?"_

Once-ler was back in his office, back in his business clothes. And his mom was back to harassing him.

"A zoo, Oncie!" She was almost squealing in delight. "Can you imagine? How fast the money will multiply?"

He was still confused. "But… why would we need a zoo?"

"Well, if you would have been _here _when they showed up, you would know all about it." Isabelle's eyes narrowed in suspicion. "Where _were _you today anyway?"

"Oh." Once-ler laughed awkwardly. "I… I went for a walk."

Isabelle's eyebrows lifted. "A walk."

"Yeah!"

She stared him down until Once-ler began to squirm in his seat. To his immense surprise, she let it go.

"Anyway, I told them to meet you tomorrow at ten. They'll explain everything then." She patted his head with more force than he was sure she meant, and strutted out of the room.

Once-ler barely had a moment to relax and get back to work before there was a knock on his door. "Enter!" he called out. Mr. Filler walked in, wiping his forehead with a small cloth.

"The other Choppers have been hired, sir. You now have twenty."

"Very good." He sat back lazily in his chair. "Thank you, Mr. Filler."

The short man nodded his head, and began backing away. He paused at the doorway, then turned and walked quickly back. "Mr. Once-ler, sir… I think I should speak to you about something."

Once-ler extended his arms. "Go ahead."

The poor man glanced around the office as if someone might be listening. "The… the Choppers… well, sir. They're not normal creatures."

Once-ler regarded Mr. Filler for a moment. "I know they're not," he finally said, feeling some sympathy for his hiring manager.

"No, but they're… they… they don't _think _the way we do, sir." He began twisting at the cloth in his hands. "They're… They're destructive, and ruthless, and-"

"They haven't hurt anybody, have they?" Once-ler felt a little alarmed at Mr. Filler's words.

"Well, no, sir, but…" He lowered his voice to a hoarse whisper. "They're not human." His eyes were bulging out of his head. He looked terrified.

"I see." Once-ler reclined in his chair, crossing his feet on his desk. "And what would you like me to do about it?"

"Well, sir, I would consider maybe… well, if you even wanted to…"

"Stop stuttering Mr. Filler and just tell me what it is you want."

The man grew quiet, and cast his eyes to the floor. "It's nothing, Mr. Once-ler. I was… over reacting."

Once-ler sighed. "I think you're experiencing a lot of anxiety, my man." He leaned forward. "Take a few days off. Spend some time with your family." He smiled kindly. "How's your little girl? Um… Norma, was it?"

Mr. Filler's eyes widened as if he had been caught with his hand in the cookie jar. "Mr. Once-ler… I had no idea… I told her to stay away from her, but she's in something of a rebellious mood…"

"Woah, woah, woah!" Once-ler held up both his hands. "What are you going on about?"

Mr. Filler was struck speechless for a moment. Then, "Why, Norma's been meeting up with that girl who goes around bashing your business, sir. But I'll put a stop to it, don't you worry. I-"

"Hold up." Once-ler stood, confusion twisting in his brain. "Cindy? Norma's been meeting up with Cindy? To… ruin my business?"

Mr. Filler looked terrified. "Oh, I wouldn't say that, sir. But don't you worry- I'll keep Norma away…"

"No, no it's alright, Mr. Filler." Once-ler sat back down, suddenly feeling very tired. "You don't have to tell your daughter to stay away from Cindy."

Now he looked surprised. "I… I don't?"

Once-ler shook his head with a small smile. "No. What can they do? This company is too big to fail!" He paused a second. "Hey, that has a nice ring to it. It should be my new slogan- 'Too Big to Fail.' I like it."

Mr. Filler smiled and began backing away. "Yes, Mr. Once-ler, sir. Very fitting indeed."

"Yes…" Once-ler twirled slowly in his chair, a smile growing on his face. "It is, isn't it?"

* * *

><p>Once-ler gave Morris a firm handshake. "Welcome, gentlemen! Now, my mom- uh, secretary- was telling me about some idea for a zoo?"<p>

Morris grinned, flashing very white teeth. "Well, we've noticed that a citizen of Greenville has been… sowing some doubt about what your company is doing to the environment."

Once-ler shrugged, and took a seat in his high-backed chair. "She's harmless- one girl."

"Yes, but nevertheless… she _does _have a point."

Once-ler cringed. "She does?"

"Yes. Mr. Once-ler, if we don't do something to preserve all that nature out there-" he gestured out the windows, "-It'll all be gone. So."

He motioned to Jensen, who set a briefcase on Once-ler's desk and clicked it open, drawing out some papers.

"Why not preserve the wild- in a zoo?"

Once-ler nodded. "But… why a zoo?"

"Well," Morris laughed, adjusting the cuffs of his sleeves. "Some people out there may actually begin to wonder what will happen to the environment. If you create a zoo, they will be satisfied that a portion of nature will be preserved. And you can keep on with your business without worrying about it! Plus." He leaned over the desk, his eyebrows raised suggestively. "You'd get even more profit for running a zoo. With our help, of course."

It made sense. A swelling of excitement made Once-ler nod encouragingly. Then he frowned when he pictured the scenario. "Wait… But the barbaloots… and Swomee Swans…" He pushed his giant top hat back slightly. "They'll be locked up. In cages."

Morris stared at him for a moment, as if trying to understand what his point was. "Yes… That's what a zoo is. Is there a problem?"

"A… a bit." Once-ler bit his lip. What was he doing? He was cheating himself out of a marvelous opportunity to preserve the environment _and _create even _more _money. But at the same time… Something about those creatures he had once called friends confined in smaller spaces made him feel bad.

Morris sighed. "Mr. Once-ler, I assure you that the animals will be well taken care of. They'll get nice, large habitats. They won't know the difference between zoo and Truffula Valley. In fact, they'll _love _all the attention they'll get!"

Once-ler still couldn't quite imagine keeping the animals confined. Moustache would throw a heck of a fit. "I suppose…"

"Oncie!"

Isabelle barged into the office, hands on hips. "You'd _better _be telling these gentlemen that you agree to their plan wholeheartedly."

He swallowed, trying not to let his nerves show. Cleared his throat. Had she really just been eavesdropping? "Gee, Mom… We've already got quite the business going on now… Is it really necessary to have a zoo?"

Something glinted in Isabelle's eyes. He knew she was about to use that sugary sweet, killer voice she used when she was _getting _what she wanted,no matter what anyone else said.

But Morris laid a hand on her shoulder. "I've got this, Miss." He faced Once-ler. "Did it perhaps occur to you that Cindy Lou Who agrees to this plan?"

The new information threw him off. "Cindy? You mean… she wants to set up a zoo?"

"She wants to help us protect the environment, Mr. Once-ler." He pulled some papers out of his briefcase. "We visited with her yesterday. She signed this contract, granting us her full support."

Once-ler took the contract, and studied the signature at the bottom. It was in a very slanted cursive, with a giant "C" to start her name off. It certainly looked like it could be Cindy's signature. But… a zoo? She agreed to putting the animals away in a zoo?

He leaned back in his chair, considering. He supposed if Cindy was all for it…

His mouth spread into a wide grin. "Gentlemen, you have renewed my interest."

For the next two hours, they discussed contracting, percentage of pay for each company, and so on. Once-ler was actually starting to get excited about the whole prospect. He would partially own a _zoo. _And they didn't plan on only putting the animals from Truffula Valley in it. Creatures from all over the world would be contained in this thing. Eventually, they could make this the biggest zoo anyone's ever imagined. Tourists from all over the world would come see it, which would only increase thneed production.

The plan was quite brilliant, really.

He only wished he'd thought of it.

He was having so much fun planning things out with Morris (and even Jensen grumbled an idea or two) that he lost track of time. He ordered lunch, and the four of them continued to finalize the details of the whole idea. He wished his mom wasn't there, chirping in her opinions, which he would _have _to listen to, but at least she wasn't entirely running the whole thing. In fact, her diminished bossiness was a sign to Once-ler that he was actually doing something right. She was proud of what he was doing, and didn't feel the need to constantly pester him about how _she _wanted it done.

Once-ler finally glanced at the clock. It was almost three. He gave a loud gasp, which stopped Morris in the middle of his sentence.

"I have another appointment!" He rounded on Isabelle. "Mom! You're not doing your _job! _You're supposed to be there when my appointments arrive, and let me know when they're here!"

Isabelle shrugged. "I figured she could wait."

Once-ler groaned. "This is highly unprofessional…"

"We'd better get going anyway, Mr. Once-ler." Morris stood. "We apologize for taking up so much of your time. But before we leave, we need you to sign the contract."

"Yes, yes of course." Once-ler drew out his favorite green pen, and signed the bottom of the paper with a flourish. "Well, gentlemen," he said, pushing the paper back at them. He stood and grasped Morris's hand. "It was a pleasure doing business with you."

"And you, Mr. Once-ler sir." Morris's grin was contagious. He rather liked the man. Together, they would make a fortune.

Isabelle led them out, promising to return with Cindy. Her appointment was an hour late, Once-ler realized. He would have to make it up to her somehow.

But when Isabelle returned to his office, she returned alone.
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**Chapter Eleven**

**Pros and Cons**

"_All alone!_

_Whether you like it or not,_

_Alone is something you'll be quite a lot!"_

-Dr. Seuss

Once her wait lasted half an hour, she considered leaving. Once it reached 45 minutes, she did.

He must have forgotten about her, and his mom was nowhere to be seen at the desk. The wait had grown awkward, and somehow she felt as if someone were laughing at her, even though no one was around.

So back to the apartment she went.

It was hard to fight down the disappointment she felt. She had so much to talk to him about, and time was growing short, what with production doubling with the extra workers.

She considered going to the Truffula Valley to draw, but decided against it. She needed some time away from the Lorax. She was still a little upset with him for suggesting using Once-ler for their benefit.

In the end she made lunch and curled up on the couch to read a book, shutting out the emotions bringing her down.

She hadn't gotten very far into it when there was a knock on the door. She sighed, and put her book to the side.

When she opened the door, she almost smiled, but remembered that she was supposed to be mad at him. "Oh. Hey."

He was in his gray hoodie again, and he smiled sheepishly at her. "Cindy, I am _so _sorry…" He peeked behind her. "Can I come in?"

She stepped aside, and he pulled his hood down once he was through the door. Cindy couldn't help but smile a little. "How's that internal cooling system coming?"

"Heh. Well." He pulled the hoodie off, revealing a white shirt underneath. "It's got a long way to go."

Cindy nodded. Once-ler clutched the hoodie in his hands, his mouth quirked in an apologetic smile. "Look… I'm really sorry I missed your appointment. I just got carried away with working with the POBLO guys and-"

"Wait." Cindy took the hoodie from him and draped it over the couch's arm. "They got to you already?"

"Yeah." He grinned at her. "We've got so many plans, Cindy… Greenville will be the number one attraction site!"

An alarm bell sounded in her mind. "Attraction site?" she repeated.

He nodded vigorously. "Oh, and we're not just going to have the animals from Truffula Valley. We're going to have species from all over the world! There'll be so many animals that you'd never be able to see them all in one day! So I was thinking we could create a place for people to stay the night so they can just wake up and experience _more _of the place. The profits would be… be… _huge!"_

He had gone into his obsession mode. Arms were flailing in the air, he moved about the room as if it were a stage, and his face was lit up in excitement. But Cindy had no idea what he was talking about.

"Once-ler…"

"Oh, and we could open up restaurants and they'd all be animal-themed. And then there'd be an _adorable _gift shop…"

"Once-ler, wait."

"Oh, and I haven't told you the best part yet!" His grin stretched even farther, if possible. "For a limited time, we could stamp different animals on thneeds, and then they'd be like collectables, and if you collect all fifteen or twenty or whatever then you get a prize!"

"Oncie!"

He froze, hands poised above his head. He blinked at her. Once. Twice. Lowered his hands. The smile diminished, but was still there, if awkwardly. "What did you just call me?"

Cindy felt her face flush. "Sorry. I was just… trying to get your attention."

"Oh." He slumped forward a little, and she knew she had just popped his happy bubble.

"Um." She chuckled awkwardly. "I… have no idea what you're talking about."

His face brightened again. "Sorry, I was going a little too fast. Do you like any of the ideas?" His eyes widened as a thought occurred to him. "Do _you _have any ideas?"

"For _what?"_

He laughed. "The _zoo _of course!"

His laughter died down when he took in the confusion on her face. "You… you really don't know what I'm talking about?"

She shook her head. Something unpleasant was beginning to crawl around in the pit of her stomach.

Now Once-ler looked confused. "But… I thought they told you all about it, came to your apartment and talked with you…"

"Who? POBLO? Yeah. They said they were working to preserve wildlife…" She trailed off. Something was wrong here. Then all the pieces fell into place. Her mouth opened in a silent gasp.

"Once-ler. They want to preserve wildlife by locking it away in a zoo."

He gave an awkward laugh. "Uh… _yeah. _That's what this whole thing is about. Didn't you know that?"

She silently shook her head. She was starting to feel sick. "So… You agreed to partner up to build a… zoo? To lock away the barbaloots and swomee swans and humming fish?" The very thought horrified her. This was going in a very wrong direction.

"Hey now, it's not like they're going to become _imprisoned." _He collapsed on her couch. "It'll be like paradise for them. They'll never go hungry, be well taken care of, and they'll probably _love _all the attention…"

"But they live in paradise _now." _Cindy's throat was becoming constricted. "And they're free. I don't care _how _well you would treat them. They'd still be in bondage. And… and the environment will be destroyed anyway!" Her voice had risen without her intending it to.

Once-ler stared up at her. "Cindy… I don't understand why you're getting so upset. The zoo will be the new paradise. It'll be where the environment and animals are kept safe. Don't you see? This way I don't have to worry about cutting down the trees- there'll be plenty giving people shade at the zoo."

He grinned at the scenario.

Cindy had to turn away. No. No, this wasn't happening. How could everything go so wrong at once?

"…Cindy?" Once-ler's voice was quiet, concerned. "I thought you knew about this. I thought you'd be thrilled at all of my ideas."

She bit her lip, staring hard at the TV in front of her. She heard a rustle as Once-ler stood, and nearly jumped when he put a gentle hand on her shoulder. "Hey."

She squeezed her eyes shut, took a deep breath, and turned to face him. He was close- only about a foot away. If she leaned forward just a bit, she could rest her head on his chest. Maybe he would wrap his arms around her and hold her for a while…

She blinked, feeling her face grow hot. "I'm sorry… But… A zoo's just not the answer."

He looked like a child who just been told that Christmas was cancelled. Then his eyebrows came together in a frown. "Why not?"

"I just… I… I…" And now she was stuttering. What could she tell him? That he couldn't build his zoo just because she was the only one who thought it was a bad idea?

"I get it." He said it lightly, but she could detect ice under his tone. He sniffed, and took a step back.

"Once-ler…. Think about it. Is locking up all those animals just so you can destroy their home the right thing to do?"

"I'm being nice enough to _give _them a home," he nearly snapped. "I wouldn't even charge rent. Not many people get that luxury, Cindy."

She was grasping at straws now, desperate for him to see reason. "Is it your mom? Is she pushing you into this?"

Once-ler looked at her a moment, then barked out a laugh. "You know, the only one pushing me to do something I don't want to this time around is _you._" He cocked his head to the side, studying her. "Maybe you've been taking lessons from her. Is that why you called me 'Oncie?'"

He grasped the door handle, and Cindy watched desperately as he twisted it and pulled the door open.

"One-ler, wait. I'm sorry, okay?"

"You know…" he chuckled, but there was no humor in it. "The original reason I agreed to their offer was because you supported it. You should learn just what you're getting into before you sign a contract, Cindy."

Something boiled inside of her. "They tricked me. They purposely kept that information from me because they knew I wouldn't like it. They're con men, Once-ler."

He turned to face her in the open doorway, arms out stretched on either side of him. The light from outside enveloped him like a halo. "Welcome to my world, Cindy!"

He hopped down the steps. Cindy stuck her head out of the doorway. "I'm telling Lorax about this! He won't like it!"

"Like I care!" he shouted back without turning around.

Cindy bit her lip to keep from screaming at him. She watched him lope away until she couldn't stand the sight of him anymore. Then she slammed the door.

He had left his gray hoodie behind.

* * *

><p>"That's a lot of ice cream."<p>

Cindy ignored Norma's comment and proceeded to stick a large spoonful of triple chocolate caramel praline in her mouth.

Norma sipped at her mint chocolate chip shake. She put it aside, and adjusted her glasses on the bridge of her nose. "Lorax isn't going to like this."

Cindy groaned and ate more ice cream.

"You know, eating when you're depressed is a sure way to go from _walking_ home to _rolling_ home."

Cindy glared at her, but set the large bowl of ice cream aside. She sighed, setting her head in her hand. "What should I do?"

Norma shrugged, and took another sip of her shake. "Apologize I guess. Try to be his friend again. And then…." She leaned forward, dropping her voice. "Go in for the kill."

"Norma!"

Norma laughed. "I'm teasing you. I know you don't think that way."

"I just… I can see why he's angry. I certainly would be. But he just can't _see _that building a zoo… just isn't the answer to his problems."

"Maybe you could try striking a deal with him. Say that you're perfectly fine with a zoo-"

"But I'm _not-"_

"-But that the environmental issue still isn't resolved." Norma shrugged. "Treat it like a business thing."

"Still won't change the fact that he's mad at me."

"Maybe he just needs to cool off." Norma grinned mischievously. "He might start missing you."

Cindy slapped Norma's hand lightly, then sat back, watching all the people walk about to their various destinations. They were so clueless. They had no idea that while they were all living peaceful, happy lives, the world outside the city was being destroyed. Eventually, the city itself would be polluted. How could they not see that?

Cindy massaged her temples.

"Brainfreeze?"

She shook her head. "Migraine. I think… I think I'll probably try to set up an appointment with him. Apologize, try to compromise with him. I don't know. I'll think of something."

Norma watched her carefully, then sipped her shake dry. "You need to take a break, Cindy. Seriously. You've got school to stress out over. Let that be all for now."

Cindy nodded, staring hard at the table.

She'd go home, read a book, draw. Eat more ice cream. And the next morning, she would make an appointment to see the Once-ler.

* * *

><p>Apparently, he wasn't taking any calls from her. Every time she tried to set up an appointment, she was notified that the Once-ler would not be seeing her that day. Or the next day. Or the next. Two weeks later, she gave up trying.<p>

The entire time, she held off telling the Lorax. She knew he would react badly to the news, and she couldn't handle that at the moment. She knew he would blame her, then push her to fix it, even though she had tried.

She was about ready to give up. And this thought depressed her.

The gray hoodie Once-ler had left behind had been stuffed under her bed. She had been so mad at him that she didn't even want to see it. But one night, she finally admitted that she missed him. Terribly. She fished it out from under the bed, and held it against her as she lay back down. She clutched it tight to her chest, breathing in its scent. She smiled to herself. This thing had always been much too large on him.

The door opened, and Cindy stuffed the hoodie under her pillow just as Hannah came in.

"Hey."

"Hey. Just grabbing some lip gloss."

Cindy nodded and watched as Hannah rummaged around her many makeup bags for the lip gloss. She was dressed up in a short skirt and tight tank top-like shirt. A triumphant "Ah-ha!" let Cindy know she had found what she was looking for. She sat in front of the mirror, applying it generously to her lips.

"Hey Cindy…"

"Yeah?"

Hannah smacked her lips together, then turned to face her. "Are you okay? You've kind of just been moping around lately. And I haven't seen you go out as much as you used to."

Cindy shrugged. "I'm just tired I guess."

"I see." Hannah watched her, pressing her gleaming lips together. "Tell ya what. I'm going out to a party. You wanna come?"

Hannah had invited her to parties earlier in the semester, but Cindy had refused. She wasn't really much of a party animal.

She started making a face, but Hannah pressed. "Come on. You've been cooped up in this rat hole for weeks. Time to get out and socialize! Meet some new people. It'll be fun." She grinned at her.

"Well…" She supposed it beat laying around in bed drowning in her sorrows. She sighed, then sat up with a smile. "Count me in."

It only took a few minutes for Cindy to put on her favorite white skirt and purple top. She even applied a little more makeup than usual. Hannah insisted on straightening her normally wavy hair, so in another fifteen minutes Cindy was feeling very pampered and dressed up. Despite her gloomy mood, she was getting excited about this venture.

As they were walking out the apartment door, Hannah said, "Oh, and you have to try the punch. House recipe."


	12. Party Animal

**This was a fun chapter, just because you see a side to Cindy you've never seen before. And you won't see it again, no matter how entertaining. :) Enjoy!**

* * *

><p><em>Music: "You Found Me" by The Fray; "Step Out" by Jose Gonzalez; "Stationary Cycle" from the Secret Life of Walter Mitty soundtrack<em>

**Chapter Twelve**

**Party Animal**

"_Lost and insecure_

_You found me, you found me_

_Lyin' on the floor_

_Surrounded, surrounded_

_Why'd you have to wait?_

_Where were you? Where were you?_

_Just a little late_

_You found me, you found me."_

-"You Found Me" by The Fray

The chair squeaked when he quickly sat up. His mom closed the door behind her, and when she saw the hopeful look on his face, shook her head.

"She still hasn't called, Oncie."

He slumped back down in his chair. "Oh."

"Now on to more important matters." She sniffed. "The POBLO boys are coming in ten minutes, don't forget."

Once-ler nodded. He should feel more excited about their meeting. Instead he felt a little sick. But he wouldn't let Cindy's narrow mind influence his decisions. He was a businessman, and he had to make the best decisions for his company, regardless of his personal losses.

He sighed, and leaned his elbows on his desk, staring hard at the blueprint he had been working on. This zoo would be a lot of work. But it would be worth it.

Wouldn't it?

"Let me have a look, Oncie." She peered eagerly over his shoulder, even though he knew she couldn't visualize what he was planning just by looking at the plans. However, she pointed to an extremely large space he had drawn in.

"What's this? A parking lot?"

"Um. No." He picked up his pencil and twirled it in his fingers. "It's where the animals can roam around after the zoo's closed. So they're not cooped up in their habitats all day."

An uncomfortable silence followed, and he looked back at his mom. She was frowning. "Oh, Oncie- I don't think that's necessary. In fact-" she slipped the paper from under his arms and rolled it up. "I _know _it isn't. Better start drawing up another plan, dear." Her smile was sickenly sweet as she made her way to his door, large blueprint under her arm.

"I'll be back up with the POBLO guys, sweetie." And she slammed the door behind her.

Once-ler sighed and began to spin in his chair. Well, it had been worth a shot….

It didn't take long for Morris and Jensen to get there. They settled into chairs in front of Once-ler's desk and proceeded to break out their briefcases.

"Now then, Mr. Once-ler. Today we must discuss making some investments."

He nodded. "Yeah, okay. Go ahead."

Morris wanted to be granted $500,000 to hunt down the people they would need in order to pull off this feat. People to capture the animals, people to build the zoo itself, specialists who knew how to take care of the animals… He began rambling on and on about the different people they would need. When before Once-ler had been so excited to plan everything out with them, he was now becoming very bored.

And slightly annoyed.

"Excuse me," he said, cutting Morris off in another one of his proposals. "I'm really craving a cookie. Actually, several." He turned to his mom. "Do you mind-?"

She scowled at him, then smiled sweetly at Morris and Jensen. "If you boys need cookies, I'll see to it you get them."

Once she was out the door, Once-ler leaned forward, staring hard at Morris. "I have a few questions."

"Sure, sure go ahead." Morris was suddenly sounding ten times more cheerful.

"When you got Cindy Lou Who to sign that contract, you purposely didn't tell her that you were actually planning on building a zoo. Was that because you knew she'd say no to that, or…?"

Jensen's eyes flickered to Morris's, which was the most movement he'd made all day. Morris cleared his throat. "We told her we were going to preserve wildlife, and that's what we're doing."

"But you didn't tell her _how."_

"Did it matter?"

Once-ler leaned back in his chair. "Yeah. Yeah, I think it did. You with-held information from her."

Morris sighed, swiping a hand down his face. "Mr. Once-ler, do we really need to be having this discussion right now? There are more important matters at hand than worrying about your girlfriend-"

"Ooookay hold it _right_ there." Once-ler tugged his gloves farther up his elbows. Now he was doing business. "First of all, she is not my girlfriend. Second of all," he said, ignoring Morris's pointed look, "I'm the one with the major funds here, so we will discuss whatever I wish to discuss. And right now I wish to discuss the motive behind misleading one of the citizens of Greenville."

Morris looked flustered. Jensen looked almost amused.

"Alright then." Morris leaned back in his chair. "We wanted to get her to support us so she would stop her stupid campaigning. We don't want anyone to soil our image."

Once-ler thought about this. It made sense.

…Then why did he suddenly feel so wary of them?

He finally forced a smile. "Well gentlemen… Let's get back to business, shall we?"

* * *

><p>By the time the two men were gone, Once-ler felt as if a hole had been ripped out of his chest. They had departed with their 500 grand. His money. Lots of his money. They had been asking for a million, but he just couldn't part with that large a sum.<p>

He hated to admit it, but he had a rather tight hold on his money. Letting them take it was like letting them take a piece of himself. It was a horribly empty feeling.

And the continuous silence from Cindy didn't improve it.

He tried to keep his mind off her (and his money) by staying late at the office and burying himself in his work. By nine o'clock, however, he was feeling even worse than before. Soon, he was flipping page after page in Cindy's sketchbook. Why he was so attached to it he had no idea, but it gave him some comfort. Maybe someone who was so good at drawing and giving shapes on paper life could sketch up enough forgiveness to erase the way he had treated her when he left.

It was high time for an apology.

He slipped out of his suit and searched some of his cabinets for the gray hoodie before he remembered that he had left it at Cindy's house.

Ditching the disguise idea, he left out the door in the back of his office that led down some winding stairs and to the cold, hard packed ground.

He didn't mind the walk to Cindy's apartment- it wasn't _too _far after all. But the whole way there he couldn't help feeling extremely nervous and jittery. What if she didn't accept his apology? Or refused to even let him in?

When he finally mounted her apartment steps, he had to pause at the door. Comb down his dark hair with his fingers. Take a few deep breaths.

He knocked.

There was no answer.

Swallowing, his knocked again, louder this time. "Cindy?" he called lightly. "Cindy, are you in there?" Trying not to feel like too much of a creeper, he peeked in the window. The lights were off. She must be out.

Once-ler's shoulders hunched forward in disappointment. He would just have to come back tomorrow.

Still, he wasn't ready to return to his office. He was restless.

Without even thinking about where he might be going, he began to wander. He walked up and down streets he didn't even recognize. Eventually, he made it to the town square. There were a few cars coasting slowly down the road, and some people strutting down the street, but otherwise most places were closed, and the usual busy-ness of the street was diminished.

After wandering what seemed hours, he thought that he might check on Cindy's apartment one last time to see if she had returned. If not, he would head home.

Before he even got there, however, he nearly ran into someone who had been clutching the wall of a building. She giggled when he apologized, sweeping back her stick-straight blonde hair. Once-ler felt as if someone had shocked him with an electrical wire.

It was Cindy.

"Hiiiiii theeeere," she drawled, leaning heavily against the wall. She hiccupped. Then, recognizing him, she laughed again. "What are _you _doing here? I thought you were… were…." She began giggling again. "Really _mad _at me or something."

Once-ler stared at her. "Cindy… are you… drunk?"

"Livin the college life, Oncie!" Her voice had risen in pitch, and he winced. "I _reeeeeally _needed to get out more…" She tried to take a step closer to him, but tipped forward. He caught her and she leaned heavily against him. "You should come back to the party with me, Oncie. You'd loooooove the punch!"

He shook his head. "I don't think so. We're getting you home."

"Aw, but Oncie…." She drew away from him, making a pouty face. "You're no fun."

Once-ler shook his head again, and pulled one of her arms around his shoulders. "I'm helping you home, Cindy."

"You know, I've never been drunk before," she giggled. "It's kinda fun. Like I'm a birdie or something." She stretched out her other arm and flapped it.

"Yeeeah. That's cool, Cindy."

"Are you upset? You look a little like your mom when you're upset."

Once-ler's gaze snapped to hers. "I do?"

She nodded her head vigorously. "Uuuuh huh. Or like a catfish. Or a zebra. Hey, are you putting any of those in your zoo?"

"We'll see," he said lightly.

"Cause you should. And purple alligators. Aaaaaaand green men." She hiccupped. "Like Grinch! But he wouldn't like being locked up at all." For a moment, her tone had become serious. But then she laughed, a loud chime that he thought might awaken the entire neighborhood.

"Cindy, shhh."

"Don't Cindy shush me," she snapped. "Look how loud I can be!" Before he could stop her, she began screaming. "ONCIE NEEDS A PET BUNNY RABIT BECAUSE THEY'RE CUTE AND CUDDLY!"

He clamped a hand over her mouth. "Cindy! People are _sleeping."_

She tried to talk around his mouth, but he stopped walking and looked her in the eyes, giving her a stern look. "If I pull my hand away, will you be quiet?"

Her wide, dilated eyes narrowed, but then she shrugged and nodded. He carefully drew his hand away from her lips. It now felt cold after feeling the heat of her lips against them.

Somehow, he managed to help her stumble home. Before they mounted the steps, however, Cindy lurched for the bushes and threw up in them. Once-ler wrinkled his nose, but patted her back awkwardly until she was done. Then he helped her up the stairs.

By this time Cindy had calmed down a little. Now she just complained about how sick she felt. He carefully set her on the couch, and she curled up into a ball, moaning something about rotten fish. Once-ler went into her room and grabbed a blanket and pillow for her. She might just have to crash on the couch tonight.

He positioned the pillow under her head, and tucked the blanket around her shoulders. "There." He stepped away, examining his handiwork. "Now, I'll come back tomorrow- when you're _sober- _and we can discuss things."

"Can you please stay?" she mumbled, squeezing her eyes shut, then opening them to peek at him.

Once-ler hesitated. "You should just sleep…"

"Just for a bit. I don't want to be alone."

He shifted his feet, then made his decision. He sat on the arm of the couch, where her head was resting, and, after a slight hesitation, gently ran his fingers through her soft golden strands. "Fine then," he said quietly. "But just until you fall asleep."

She sighed, and relaxed into the couch. He continued stroking her hair, absentmindedly wondering why she had straightened it. And how she got it to be so soft.

Trying for a more comfortable position, he leaned on top of the back of the couch so he was propped above Cindy, head resting on one arm.

It didn't take long for her to fall asleep. Her gentle breathing was slow and rhythmic, making him sleepy himself.

But he couldn't stay.

Carefully, he pulled away from the couch. He considered giving her a kiss on the forehead, just as a goodnight kiss, but decided against it, feeling the heat rush to his cheeks.

He quickly left, leaving her to sleep.


	13. A Visit to Truffula Valley

**Hey guys, I just want to take a moment and thank you from the bottom of my heart for continuing to read this! It means so much, and even more when you tell me what you think about it. It keeps me going. :) And now I present to you... Chapter 13!**

* * *

><p><em>Music: "Campfire" from the Tangled soundtrack for when they're in the Truffula Valley.<em>

**Chapter Thirteen**

**A Visit to Truffula Valley**

_You have brains in your head._

_You have feet in your shoes._

_You can steer yourself in any direction you choose._

_You're on your own, and you know what you know._

_And you are the guy who'll decide where to go._

-Dr. Seuss

"I still can't believe I left you like that." Hannah sat down across from Cindy, a mug of coffee clutched in both hands. "I'm such a terrible roommate."

Cindy shrugged. "You were having fun. I didn't know what I was doing."

The last thing Cindy really remembered was people insisting she have more punch. It made her feel confident and cocky, then things became fuzzy. Apparently Hannah had found her crashed on the couch the next morning. Images of Once-ler, as if in a dream, had been drifting in and out of her thoughts all morning. She had the vague sense that he had shown up at some point. She hoped he hadn't. There was no telling what she could have said or done.

Hannah was still looking aggravated. "Next time I'll keep a closer watch out."

Cindy groaned, pressing the ice pack closer to her head. She didn't know if there ever would be a next time, despite Hannah's promise. If she was going to feel this wretched in the morning….

"I'm just never doing this on a week night," Cindy teased weakly. "I'd never be able to go to class."

"Yeah, it probably wouldn't be good if you showed up to class hung over." Hannah stood, and opened the fridge. "You want anything? Tea? Warm milk?"

Cindy shook her head. She was still feeling a little sick.

"Maybe a nice hot shower will help you feel better," Hannah suggested.

It sounded nice. Maybe it would dampen the headache. And wake her up. She had been horrified to wake up at nearly noon. She only did that when she was sick. It was time to get started in her day.

When she got out of the shower, she felt refreshed. But there were voices in the living room. Thinking they were friends of Hannah's she tried to sneak into their room.

"Hey Cindy! You have a visitor!" Hannah's voice was laced with excitement.

Cindy internally groaned, and, hoping she didn't look _too _awful, stepped into the room.

Once-ler stood awkwardly in the doorway, and when he saw her, half of his mouth quirked up in a hesitant smile.

Cindy self consciously ran a hand through her damp hair. "Oh! Uh… Hey."

Hannah's eyes were shinning. "Cindy, you didn't tell me you were friends with _The Once-ler!"_

Cindy shrugged. Hannah gave her a look that said she would have to do more explaining later, then turned to Once-ler and grinned her widest. "Well, nice meeting you again. I'll leave you to Cindy." She waggled her eyes at Cindy as she passed, and Cindy felt heat rise to her cheeks. She stepped farther into the room.

There was an awkward silence. "You're looking better than you did last night," Once-ler said with an awkward chuckle.

It took Cindy a moment to realize what he was saying. Then she gasped. It _hadn't _been a dream. "Oh…. Oh gosh." Her eyes widened in mortification, and she resisted the urge to hide her entire face behind her hands. "What… what happened exactly?" Did she even want to know?

Once-ler shrugged. "I found you wasted on the streets and helped you back here. I came back to check on you." He smiled. It warmed her insides, and she realized just how much she'd missed him.

There was a brief silence, then she spoke. "Listen, Once-ler… About… Well, about last time we met…"

Once-ler was already shaking his head, hands outstretched to stop her speaking. "No, no, no. It was me. I was being… Well, I was being a jerk. I should have tried to compromise with you a little better."

He took a step closer to her, rubbing one arm awkwardly.

"Besides…. We had agreed that business wouldn't get in the way of our friendship. Right?"

Cindy couldn't help grinning at him. "Right. Here." She walked to the couch, and sat down, patting the seat next to her. "Let's sit."

Once-ler sat down next to her, and his whole form curved forward as if he were wearing something heavy on his shoulders. He stole a few glances at her. "So… Am I forgiven?"

Cindy laughed. "Of course you're forgiven! And I'm sorry too. Do you forgive me?"

Once-ler grinned, and ruffled her hair, which only flopped around in a damp mess. "Nothing to forgive, Miss Who. I'm actually surprised Mustache never came to murder me in my sleep."

"Oh." Cindy pushed her bangs away from her face. "I didn't… exactly… Well, I never told him."

Once-ler's eyebrows went up. "Oh yeah?"

"Yeah." She sighed. "I haven't actually been up there for a while."

"Why not?" She wondered if that was concern she heard in his voice.

She shrugged. "Just… haven't been feeling up to it I guess."

"Hmm." Once-ler pressed his lips together for a moment, staring at the wall in front of him. Then he turned to her. "Well, maybe we should both go see him together. We can discuss some business there. And you don't have to be the messenger. I'll tell him about the zoo myself."

So he still wanted to build the stupid zoo. "He'll try to stop you, talk you out of it," Cindy reminded him.

"I know." Once-ler stood. "And you'll probably be on his side. But this gives me a chance to explain myself to the both of you. And who knows? Maybe we can figure something out."

* * *

><p>The Lorax had looked like he'd seen his worst nightmare when they found him. His eyes widened, and he looked back and forth from her to Once-ler in something like defeat. Then he turned to her.<p>

"You're… so now you're….?"

She raised an eyebrow at him. "Lorax, what are you saying? Once-ler wants to talk. To the both of us."

The Lorax's eyes flickered back to Once-ler, and they narrowed in suspicion. "And what do you got to say to me, Beanpole?"

With an awkward chuckle, Once-ler bent down to one knee so he was level with the Lorax, even though the orange fuzz ball was standing on a boulder, chest puffed out. "Look, Moustache… I know we haven't really been getting along lately…"

The Lorax huffed. "_That's_ an understatement."

"…But I wanted to talk to you _and _Cindy about my motives here." He cleared his throat. "Now, I really don't want to hurt anybody…"

"You sure about that?" the Lorax interrupted.

"Lorax…" Cindy groaned. "Will you just listen to him? We're all going to try and compromise here. See eye to eye."

The Lorax scowled at her a moment, then said, "Where ya been Cindy? We haven't seen you in nearly three weeks. Don't tell me you've teamed up with this green monster over here."

"Hey, I've been friends with a green monster before," Cindy shot back. She felt Once-ler's eyes dart to her in surprise. "And I've learned that they seem to be the most misunderstood."

The Lorax gave a humorless laugh. "Well isn't that just sweet?"

"I'm being serious here." Cindy stared hard at him. "If you want this resolved, then we're all going to have to sit down and _talk."_

The Lorax studied her a moment, then sighed and turned to Once-ler. "Alright then. I'm all ears."

"Actually, you look more all fuzz to me, but we can pretend." Once-ler poked the Lorax in the belly, and the Lorax in turn jumped back from him with a huff.

"Just get on with it," he growled.

"He's like an angry tom cat," Once-ler chuckled, tilting his head back to look at Cindy. She shook her head at him, and his smile diminished a little. He cleared his throat, and stood. "Okay. Well. Mr. Lorax…. I'm planning on building a zoo."

"A…. zoo?" The Lorax spluttered.

"Now hear me out," Once-ler put his palms up, warding off the impending argument. "I realize that I've been rather…. _inconsiderate _while expanding my business."

The Lorax snorted, but was able to hold back any comments.

"So I've been talking to POBLO-"

"Protection of Biological Life Organization," Cindy interrupted.

"Yeah. That. And, well, they suggested that if I was going to continue hacking away like I've been, then I should preserve the wildlife."

"By locking them up in a _zoo?"_ The Lorax's mustache bristled like an overused toothbrush.

"That's where we reach a disagreement," Cindy sighed.

"But hold on there, I'm not finished." He ran a hand up his forearm, as if trying to pull up invisible gloves that weren't there. "This new home for all the animals will be as good- if not better- as the one they're living in now. I will _personally _see to it. They will have all the food they could ever want, have vets take care of them when they get sick, space to run around in…."

"That doesn't cover up the fact that they're still in bondage," the Lorax broke in.

"Trust me, to them it won't matter. They'll be living the life." He raised his right hand and placed his left on his chest. "I promise."

The Lorax looked Once-ler up and down, face softening into one traced with pain. "Yeah. But you've made a promise to us before."

"Okay, so I screwed up on that one. And now I'm trying to fix it."

Pipsqueak had appeared, and was shyly inching towards Once-ler, who now bent to pick him up. He ruffled the fur on top of his head.

"These guys will be perfectly safe and looked after. It's the perfect solution to make us all happy."

Watching him make his promises and cuddle with the Barbaloot made Cindy want to believe him. She wanted to badly. She could feel her unease at the idea start to morph into acceptance that maybe this _was _the best course of action. She looked to the Lorax.

He was frowning. Then he turned to Cindy. "Do you agree with this?"

Cindy opened her mouth to answer, then realized that she honestly didn't know. She shrugged. "I wasn't comfortable with it either. But… The animals would be happy… Right?"

She clamped her mouth shut when she saw the intense sorrow in the Lorax's eyes. "That's not the point," he sighed. He set a hand against the pale trunk of a Truffula tree. "What about the trees?"

"There'll be plenty in the zoo," Once-ler offered. "They'll be fine."

The Lorax was shaking his head now. "You don't understand." He turned to Cindy. "And I thought _you_ did, but maybe I was wrong. Humans are so narrow minded. They can never look ahead to the future. Always have to live in the moment."

Cindy bit her lip, and turned to Once-ler. "I think… Wouldn't it be better if you had a reservation instead of a zoo?"

Once-ler made a face. "But people don't pay to go to reservations."

Cindy considered Once-ler a moment, a frown slowly growing on her face. "So… This isn't just about preserving the environment. It's about making even _more _money. Isn't it?"

Once-ler sighed in frustration. "Cindy… I _am _a businessman."

Something twisted inside of her. They had finally been getting somewhere, and then this… She looked to the Lorax. He shook his head at her, and lowered his eyes to the ground.

Cindy felt lost. Torn. She looked up at the sky, which was partially hidden by the silky tops of Truffula trees. A Swomee Swan looked down at her from its nest.

"Cindy?" She nearly jumped when Once-ler gently set a hand on her shoulder. "You understand my point of view, don't you?"

"I just…. No. I thought I did, but… No. Do you understand ours?"

Something flickered in Once-ler's eyes- she couldn't tell if it was anger or doubt. "Explain it to me again. I'll open my mind to new ideas."

Cindy sucked in a breath. "Well. It's great that you want to try and preserve everything through a zoo, but… What about all this?" She gestured to the trees and nature moving about them. "This place? These very trees? They'll be gone if you keep chopping everything down. And it doesn't matter how much wildlife you preserve, cause this'll still be gone."

Once-ler was looking around himself, pressing his lips together and narrowing his eyes as if trying to see what she was seeing.

She sighed. "I just don't see why you can't just replant the trees after chopping them down. You're an inventor. Invent a machine that'll chop down the trees, then plant seeds behind them. Something like that. Not only will that keep the environment alive and thriving, but you'll have even more trees to make your thneeds with in the future. Do you see what I'm saying?"

Once-ler was nodding. "Yeah, yeah I know what you're saying. And I've thought about that before. But I just figured that since there are still so many trees everywhere that I don't really have to worry about it for the time being."

"Well you have to worry about it. And worry about it now. There are less trees around than you think."

Once-ler frowned at her, but didn't say anything, which was uncharacteristic of him. Then Cindy realized what she had to do.

"Look. Remember that date we went on? And we had that picnic? I wanted to show you something. I think I should show it to you now."

Together, they trekked their way up the hill. They hardly said anything to each other, which made Cindy feel a little uncomfortable. What was going through Once-ler's mind right now?

Just before they crested, she looked back at him. "You ready?"

He nodded, and they reached the crest of the hill.

The desolation stretching in front of them brought back the moment she had dedicated herself to helping the Lorax months ago. She felt hollow when she realized how far she'd come- and it wasn't very far at all. She glanced over at Once-ler.

He was gazing out at the dead land. His jaw was clenched. Then he faced her, and his eyebrows went up. "Yeah?"

He had just shattered whatever hope was rising inside of her. "Isn't it awful?" she whispered.

"An awful beauty, I'd say." He cringed, as if just realizing what he'd said. "I mean… This is a sign of industry, of monumental progress. Thanks to my choppers, which I invented, by the way, I can cut down more trees than ever. It's something I'm rather proud of, even if you don't see the beauty of it. Sure, it's not the prettiest aesthetically speaking, like something you'd draw, but when you realize what it means…" He grinned at her. "It's wonderful."

She stared at him, feeling her eyebrows pull together in confusion. "But… it _doesn't _just mean progress and success and money. It means… it's…. can't you _see _that destruction? Don't you realize that if things continue in this way, it'll look like this _everywhere?"_

Once-ler shrugged. "It won't. Not for a really long time. Cindy, I've been chopping trees down for four years. And look-" he gestured behind them, where life was still flourishing. "There's still plenty of trees to go around."

She didn't understand. They had finally started getting along again after two weeks of not speaking to each other. They had both been willing to listen to the other and be open to other options. And still things were turning into an awful argument.

His face was pleasant, like he hadn't just torn down all hope of getting along normally like friends would. He didn't seem to realize that when their views were so different, it was nearly impossible to get along for very long. He didn't look nearly as upset as she was feeling right now.

"Why wouldn't you answer my calls?" she blurted out. She wasn't sure what prompted it. She just suddenly had to know.

He looked taken aback, and that look of assurance and confidence dimmed a little. She began to realize that it was all a show- everything he did was to put on a show. To look good. To become successful and loved and bring home a hefty profit.

She was now nearly scowling at him. Anger and frustration were whirling inside of her, about to explode.

He seemed to realize this, and he frowned as well. "You never called, Cindy. Not once."

"Yeah, I did. Several times. And was told you didn't want to see me. I realize that we were in a fight, but telling your mom to tell me you don't want to talk? It's pretty childish."

He looked confused and hurt all at once, but in another moment it was gone. Now he was upset. "Remind me again who's the beloved one in this city? No one else seems to have a problem with me but you. And Moustache, but he doesn't count."

"Maybe because we both know the truth about you- that you're selfish, and greedy, and hide behind your mom and-"

"That's enough!" Once-ler suddenly seemed twice as tall as he straightened up and glared down at her. "Look, I've tried to cooperate, to compromise with you. But somehow you always put up a fight. Why can't you just be happy with what I'm doing for the city like everyone else?"

He spun on his heel and began to march back down the hill again.

Had she really just called him selfish? And childish? Guilt squeezed at her chest and in her throat. "Wait, Once-ler…." He stopped and turned, folding his arms.

She felt weak and powerless. She really had no business arguing with the most powerful man in the city. And she didn't want to either.

She took a few steps forward. "I'm sorry. I am so sorry. I didn't mean what I just said. I just…" she shook her head and forced a smile. "Two different relationships, remember? I'm done with the business one. Can we move on to being friends again?"

Once-ler stared at her for a moment. "I don't know if…"

"Please." She wasn't about to lose him for another two weeks. Or longer. "Please, I'm sorry. I really am. I just… blew my top and it was wrong and unprofessional. Please. Forgive me."

She felt like a child. She was actually begging for forgiveness. And the sad thing was that they had just forgiven each other only an hour earlier. How could she let it crumble so fast?

After what seemed like an eternity, he acted. He ran back up the hill, and nearly bowled her over. His arms were encircled around her and he was holding her tightly against him. "You were being mean," he said under his breath.

She returned the hug, holding him tightly. "I know. It won't happen again."

Once-ler pulled away from her, and grinned. "This business session is over. Let's go be friends."
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**Chapter Fourteen**

**Green Men**

"_Aw. How nice to see someone so undeterred by things like _reality."

-The Once-ler, _The Lorax_

He was acting nonchalant about it, but the things Cindy had said really hurt him. They echoed around in his head. Selfish. Greedy. Childish. She said she hadn't meant it, but it sure sounded like she had.

Why was it that the one citizen of Greenville he cared anything for was the one who didn't love him like everyone else? They had two relationships- one that was supposed to be carefree and friendly, and one that had them at each other's throats constantly. It was getting to be too much of a roller coaster ride for him.

But for now he would act like none of that bothered him. So what if the talk with her and Lorax about his zoo hadn't gone so well? They'd work it all out later.

"Once-ler." He was brought out of his brooding when Cindy leaned in closer to him. "Isn't that your mom over there?"

Something jolted inside of him, as if he had just been caught with his hand in the cookie jar. The word that jumped into his head was "busted."

They had just walked out of a clothes store, where Once-ler was able to buy a better disguise, complete with fake moustache and baseball cap. Cindy had laughed, but assured him that no one would recognize him.

He wasn't sure if that would include his mom.

And she was walking briskly in their direction.

"Uh, quick let's go this way." He grabbed her arm and began to lead her in the opposite direction. It wasn't strange at all that his mom would be shopping, but she normally didn't do it with such a sour expression. She looked like she had swallowed a slug.

Which meant trouble for him.

Once-ler led Cindy down a random street, hoping they didn't look too suspicious. His moustache was fake, after all.

"Why did she look so grumpy?" Cindy asked.

He shrugged. "She's normally like that. You hungry? There's a really great Italian place right over-"

"Actually I have a project that's due tomorrow. And…" she grinned sheepishly. "I haven't even started it."

Once-ler chuckled. Cindy procrastinating? When did that happen? "You'd better get on that. It's getting dark anyways. Sometimes ghouls come out at night to drag away those who procrastinate their homework." He waggled his fingers at her, and she leaned away, smacking his hand.

"Don't tell me you've never left your homework til the last minute."

"Actually…" He grinned sheepishly.

"That's what I thought," she laughed.

He began to walk her home, but a question rose to his mind. "Hey Cindy?"

"Yeah?"

"You… you mentioned dealing with another green monster before." His mouth twitched into a silly grin. "Was he nearly as dashing as I?"

There was a moment of silence, and he wondered if he had been trying too hard with his little joke. Then, she burst out laughing. She had to clutch his arm as she bent over, holding her stomach.

When she could finally breathe again, she choked out, "No! Oh, no, no, no, no…." Her face was flushed, her blue eyes watering. "No, um… The Grinch is a family friend." She chuckled again.

Once-ler wanted to know more. "What's the story behind you and this… Grinch?"

"Well…" Cindy seemed to notice her hand was still on his arm, and gently removed it. "I don't remember what happened because I was only two… But at that time the Grinch was… not a very nice person."

"Did he chop down trees too?"

Cindy shook her head. "No, but that winter he tried to stop Christmas from coming."

Once-ler thought he'd heard her wrong. "Stop… Christmas?"

She nodded. "He hated it. I'm not sure why… Anyway, he had a change of heart, and somehow he and I hit it off. We became good friends."

Once-ler was still trying to process her earlier statement. "But… how on earth could he stop _Christmas?"_

She laughed. "You _can't, _silly." She reached up on her tippy toes and ruffled his hair. He ducked away with a grin.

"And… was he really green?"

"He was." Cindy sighed. "He wasn't… human, definitely. We're not sure _where _exactly he came from."

What she said triggered something in Once-ler's mind. "Cindy… was he… kinda fuzzy? And super tall?"

She shrugged. "Yeah, he had fuzz all over him. But he wasn't much taller than you are."

Once-ler didn't say anything. He had a vague suspicion that this Grinch was somehow related to his Choppers.

Cindy glanced at him. "Why?"

He scratched the back of his neck. "No reason. My, uh, my choppers are giant green men."

She cocked her head to the side. He was afraid the mention of his choppers might start an environmentalist argument. But she seemed to ignore it. "That's interesting. Maybe he was a runt? And they didn't want him and sent him to Whoville as a baby?"

"Could be."

They soon reached Cindy's apartment, and he walked her to the door, bowing as he backed away. "Til we meet again!" He swept off his cap, letting his hair flop forward. Cindy laughed.

"Get out of here, you dork."

He straightened and saluted.

He thought she was going to close the door, but she paused, biting her lip. "Hey Once-ler… I really do feel bad about our argument today. I feel awful, actually." She ran a hand through her hair, and Once-ler shrugged.

"Not a big deal."

"No, it is." Cindy sighed. "I don't want you thinking… that I don't have a high opinion of you. Cause I do. I mean… just…." She was starting to stutter, and her cheeks began to flush pink. He felt the urge to touch them. Before he could stop himself, he put both hands on either side of her face and watched her blue eyes widen.

"Cindy," he laughed, shaking his head. "I know." Then he ruffled her hair, and stepped away from the door. "Good luck on that project."

"Uh…. Yeah. Yeah, thanks."

He smiled at her one last time, and started jumping down the steps. This could work. They could still be friends.

But the fluttering in his chest made him wonder if that's all he wanted them to be.

* * *

><p>He was at his desk, trying but failing to concentrate. And of course, his mom barged in.<p>

"Oncie, where _were _you?" She looked distressed. More than usual.

"I was taking a day off, Mom." He rolled his chair away from the desk and stood. "What's wrong?"

"Oncie…." Isabelle's eyes began to glisten with unshed tears. "The POBLO boys were supposed to contact us this morning about whether or not they'd gotten anywhere with all that money."

"Yes. And?"

"They never called!" She huffed out a breath, and moved to the back of his desk. He thought she might start to cling onto him, but instead she collapsed in his chair and put her hands to her head. "We haven't heard anything."

Once-ler frowned at her. "Okay… maybe they just never got anywhere yet? They'll probably call tomorrow." He dismissed her little issue with a wave of his hand. "But in the meantime, I've been writing up new-"

"No, Oncie that's not all." Now she was biting her bottom lip. It took him a moment to realize it was to keep it from quivering. She was really upset.

"Mom, calm down. What's not all?"

"When… when they didn't call, we tried calling them. There was no answer. So…. We did some research." Her voice cracked at this point, and she took a deep breath. "POBLO doesn't exist, Oncie."

The words didn't sink in right away. They were just words. Didn't mean anything. But when they did, the meaning was too terrible to linger on.

"You… it…. Doesn't?" He went from feeling overly hot to numb in the space of a few seconds. "What do you mean…. They don't exist?"

She blew up. She jumped up from the chair, pressing her palms on his desk. "As in you just gave away thousands to con men!" She screamed. "As in we are never, _ever _going to get that money back. You were _played _Oncie!"

He flinched at her words. But he wasn't about to get whipped like a dog. "Now hold on, you were a big part of this too…"

"Does it look like this is _my _business, Oncie? No. It's yours. You and you alone are responsible for it. And you just flushed a _chunk _of money down the toilet!"

He didn't believe what he was hearing. He couldn't.

"But… the contracts…. And.. and all the plans…"

"All a lie, dear boy, all a lie. But then again, you're good at buying into that crap. I am disappointed, Oncie. _Very _disappointed." And she burst into tears.

He stood there, feeling entirely powerless.

All that money- gone. It was too much to bear. What was he going to do? How did he let this happen?

Why did his mom, who pushed him into this in the first place, blame him?

And then he thought he understood. There wasn't a chance he would ever tell her, but he knew what she was going through. It was really her fault. She was to blame. But it was such an awful thing to be responsible for that she couldn't stand it and blamed it on him.

Maybe that's how it always was for her. Perhaps she always made him feel tiny was because _she _was the one feeling tiny.

This realization made him feel pity for her. This was terrible- who wouldn't look for someone else to blame?

Once-ler calmed himself enough to approach her and cautiously touch her shoulder. "Mom," he managed to choke out, "I'm sorry. It is my fault. Don't put any of the blame on yourself. I was being played for the fool, and I fell for it. We'll get the money back. You'll see."

She sobbed harder, and uncovered her face long enough to wrap her arms tightly around his neck and sob into his shoulder. He knelt to the ground and let her cry, patting her back awkwardly.

Finally, he cleared his throat. "Mom?"

She shuddered against him, then asked in a muffled voice, "Oncie?"

"Since I've hired all those new Choppers, we'll be bringing money in faster. We won't fall into financial ruin. And if we ever catch those two, they'll pay. They'll pay dearly."

Isabelle sniffed, then straightened, swiping under her eyes to wipe any smeared makeup away. It smeared it even more. "I'll see to it they do," she said through a stuffy nose. She patted Once-ler on the shoulder, and for once it wasn't rough. She was being gentle with him.

It was an extremely rare moment. He wasn't sure what to do about it. Before he could say anything, however, she straightened and turned back to her brisk, in-control self. "Well then. I'll meet you back at the house Oncie. Oh, and I hope you're still planning on throwing a millionth thneed party."

"Yeah! Yeah I am. By my calculations it should be made…." He pulled his planner out of his desk and scanned it. "Next week. Yep."

"Well then. We'd better get started on invites tomorrow." She patted him on the head again, this time with her usual force, and trotted out of his office.

Once-ler collapsed in his chair, sinking down low into the red velvet. He felt drained. Ruined. Of course, he wasn't ruined financially but $500,000 was still a significant amount of money. He couldn't believe he had sent that amount away in the hands of con men. The blame rested heavily on him, and he would now have to make some changes to make up for the loss.

This also meant there wouldn't be a zoo.

At first, it dashed all his amazing ideas into pieces. But then a surprising weight he hadn't realized was there lifted. Perhaps he hadn't felt as good about the zoo as he let on to Cindy and the Lorax.

Cindy. Would they be able to be friends more easily if this zoo problem was all resolved then? No, there was still that environmental issue nuisance.

He sighed, and started spinning slowly in his chair.

The thneed party. He had been keeping an excited watch on the count of thneeds produced, and knew that when they hit a million that they would throw the largest party imaginable for it. Anyone who was anyone would go to it.

Cindy had to come. She had to come and listen to his speech, and the speech of the mayor, and realize how important his business was to the city.

Maybe when she saw how much the city loved him, she would stop fighting him and just accept that some trees would have to suffer for his business. It wasn't the end of the world.

After all, his business was too big to fail.
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**Chapter Fifteen**

**Paradise Lost**

_The forest that once was green_

_Was colored black by those killing machines._

_But she and her furry friends_

_Took down the queen bee and her men_

_And that's how the story goes,_

_The story of the beast with those four dirty paws._

-"Dirty Paws" by Of Monsters and Men

"It's going to be the biggest event of the year!" Norma spun, holding her arms out and tilting her face up to the sky. She spun in circles before finally collapsing next to Cindy with a sigh. "And _you _were invited by the Once-ler himself!"

Cindy laughed and shook her head. "It's just a party. I've never really been into those."

"Oh, but you _have _to go!" Norma grasped Cindy's hand. "It'll be so much _fun!"_

"I agree with Norma," the Lorax piped up. "Remember what happened when you first went on an outing with the Once-ler? Publicity everywhere! Now, you can get the chance to reach out to others about saving the environment."

Cindy groaned and turned to Norma. "See? Even if I were going it would only be on business."

Norma scowled at the Lorax. "Cindy deserves to enjoy herself. She could completely ruin her image if she went bashing on Once-ler's company at his party!"

The Lorax rubbed his forehead as if he had a headache. "You both realize we're getting nowhere, right?"

"Well it's kind of hard when the CEO of the company is Cindy's boyfriend…" Norma nudged Cindy playfully.

"We're not like that," Cindy said calmly. "Just friends."

"Suuuuure." Norma peered over her glasses and grinned. "Can I go shopping with you for the party? And dress you up?"

Cindy rolled her eyes. "If I'm going."

"But you _have _to!" Norma nearly whined. "We could make a girl date out of getting ready. And then you'll go and forget all about your job and just enjoy yourself."

Cindy and the Lorax both started protesting, but Norma held up both hands to stop them. "Nuh uh uh. The way I see it, the more Cindy and Once-ler understand each other, the closer we'll get to coming to a solution. We just need to play it low for a while."

The Lorax still didn't seem content with this. "But-"

"Look, has anything else worked yet?" she demanded. "Just trust me on this."

The Lorax sighed. "Fine. At least we don't have to worry about that zoo anymore."

Cindy felt a twist of sympathy for Once-ler at the mention of it. When he told her that Morris and Jensen were nothing more than con men, and had taken such a large sum of his money, she honestly felt sorry for him. Sure, now they didn't have to worry about the zoo conflict, but that didn't mean he had to lose all that money.

He had acted nonchalant about it, but she could tell that it had been quite a blow to him. He had been pretty excited about it. When she tried talking to him about the loss, he quickly changed subjects. In fact, he avoided all talk of anything they disagreed with and instead took her out to dinner and on bike rides and even played board games with her one night. They had gotten even closer than ever the past week, hardly touching any nerves and only enjoying each other's company.

"Hey guys." Norma paused, then cocked her head to the side. "Do you hear something?"

Cindy broke away from her thoughts and listened. She watched as the Lorax's eyes widened. Then she heard it.

There was a whooshing of air, a thwacking sound, and then a crash as something heavy fell to the ground. Her eyes widened. "No."

Both she and Norma scrambled to their feet, but the Lorax was already far ahead of them, running as fast as his furry feet would take him.

There was a rumbling sound, and Cindy could have sworn the ground beneath them was vibrating. They ran towards the sound, pounding up a hill.

They didn't even reach the top of it.

The monster machine crested over it, and came inching towards them, towering high above and smelling like smoke and fuel. It chopped at the nearest tree, and it came crashing down with one swing.

Cindy watched, fascinated but horrified at the same time as the tree seemed to fall to the ground in slow motion, its silky tufts swaying back as if clinging to the air behind it to stay upright.

When it hit the ground, it was like a bolt of lightening. She saw it, then registered the crashing sound it made with sickening clarity.

Their piece of paradise was being rampaged.

"Stop," she whispered hoarsely. "Stop!"

She barely noticed the Lorax yelling and hopping up and down in front of the giant machine, being no more bothersome than a fly.

Before she knew it she was running again, heading straight for the machine. It was almost deafening to be beside it. She jogged next to it, shouting at the creature inside to stop. It was no more than a shadow behind tinted windows, but when it reached for the controls outside the protection of the windows, she could see that its hands were green and furry.

The hands gripped the controls, pulling at levers to make the axes swing and chop down even more trees. It was making its way steadily through the part of the forest she knew best- where she had sketched several times, met the Lorax. It was where she and Once-ler had their picnic. Did he really want this place destroyed? Why were the Choppers here?

She passed Norma, who was backing away as if making way for the machines. "Cindy! Stop!"

"We have to stop _him _Norma!" Cindy yelled, pointing at whatever was inside the machine.

Norma's eyes were wide and frightened as she shook her head. She looked terrified. Cindy's heart began to pound faster.

Norma had only mentioned the Choppers a few times, but whenever she did, it was with a barely concealed fear of the unknown. Why was everyone so afraid of them?

She continued her chase, running alongside the machine and waving her arms to get the attention of the Chopper.

"Hey! Down here! Stop! Please!"

It didn't even seem to look at her. It kept right on plowing through.

All around her the barbaloots and swomee swans were retreating, fleeing to a safer part of the forest. Even the humming fish leapt out of their pond and ran as fast as their little webbed feet could take them.

In a final desperate attempt, Cindy jumped onto the machine itself. She grabbed the handles that were used for helping the driver hoist up to the steps that led to the little cabin sitting atop the machine. She crawled up them, then stood, back pressed against the window. She was high up now. And moving fast.

She swallowed back her fears and ignored the pressure of blood in her head and turned to face the window. Then she bent to the side so she could peer in at the Chopper inside.

The first thing she saw was his furry feet sticking slightly out unto the open. But when she peered inside the encasing, she was met with green and yellow eyes that were narrowed at her.

Once-ler was right. He was a meaner, scarier, _bigger _version of the Grinch.

"You have to stop!" she yelled at him. "You can't chop down these trees!"

He didn't say anything, just studied her like a bug trapped in a jar. It made her skin crawl. Then, he messed with some levers and controls, eyes still on her.

With a yelp, she felt something grip the back of her shirt and pull. She screamed as she fell backwards, but she was being held up in the air somehow, dangling above the chained wheels of the machine. She twisted around, trying to see.

A claw had her shirt in its jaws, and she was swinging in the air before it unceremoniously dropped her to the ground. The machine never slowed, and she began to choke on the dust and clogs of dirt it flung behind it.

On hands and knees, she felt despair and failure overwhelm her. She was powerless. She couldn't stop that thing. And now she was watching it destroy what had become her retreat and shelter from the city.

But it was more than that to the animals. It was their home.

Anger welled inside of her. There had to be a way to get Once-ler to understand her. There just had to be.

"Cindy!" Norma was by her side now, and clutching at her clothes. "Are you alright? Hurt? Talk to me!"

"I'm fine!" She didn't mean to snap, but her tone of voice carried it over that way as she pushed Norma off of her. "Why wouldn't he stop?"

"It's a Chopper. They do what they want," Norma said quietly.

"But they're employed by Once-ler. Don't they listen to him?"

Norma licked her lips. "My Dad says they do what they want."

Cindy didn't question further. With a groan, she pushed herself to her feet. Together, Norma and Cindy watched in gloomy silence as the monstrous machine continued to chop away at the beautiful trees and load them up into the back without a second thought.

Cindy swiped her hair viscously from her face. "I'm going to the party, Norma."

Norma cast a glance at her. "It's not just to have a good time, is it?"

Cindy shook her head. No, this called for some serious action.

* * *

><p>"I know you prefer purple or blue, but have you ever gone for any fiery colors?" Norma held up a bright red dress that only had one ruffled sleeve.<p>

Cindy glanced at it, then back at the modest blue outfit she held in front of her. "I guess it wouldn't hurt…"

Norma snatched the blue outfit away from her. "You need to reflect yourself here, Cindy. Red and orange- they're fire! And you are _burning _with it! You'll be striking!" She held the dress against Cindy until she took it, then backed away, admiring her handiwork. "Yes. You need to go in something very _red."_

Cindy sighed and held the item of clothing away from her slightly, examining it. "Okay. I'll try it on. But if we're going for red, I want to actually look for some red."

"Deal. Let's restart our hunt!"

Five dresses later, they found the one. When Cindy first put it on, she could only stare at herself in the mirror for a moment. She looked so… different. Powerful. In charge. The fabric wrapped around her shoulders, draping extra frilly fabric across the front. It fitted her waist perfectly, and continued to cling close to her legs, ending only about an inch or two above her knees.

She stepped out of the dressing room, and Norma widened her eyes. She twirled a finger, and Cindy slowly spun in a circle for her.

"This is the one," Norma said, her voice hushed. Then she leapt up from the bench she was sitting on. "Now on to makeup and jewelry!"

They spent the next hour shopping for the extra stuff. Norma even had Cindy look at some hair fashion magazines to get an idea for what they should do with her hair. "I think you should just straighten it," Norma piped up. "Just make it stick-straight. Cause you always wear it wavy."

"Shouldn't I put it up in something maybe?"

Norma considered Cindy a moment. "Well, it's not like you're going to prom. You're going to a party on business. So I would just leave it all down." She ran her fingers through Cindy's hair. "Plus, it's super pretty down."

As the day wore on, Cindy became more and more confident about the party. She saw signs for it all over the city, and her terror from the day before melted into excitement.

Because she had a plan. It might make Once-ler upset, but it would give the people an opportunity to decide for themselves what should be done about the environment.

Norma loved the idea, and even the Lorax thought it was worth a shot.

She just wasn't looking forward to dealing with Once-ler in the aftermath.


	16. It's A Party, Thneedville!

**Hope you're in a celebrating mood, because Once-ler got a lot to celebrate in this chapter! As always, enjoy!**

* * *

><p><em>Music: "Roar" by Katy Perry; "Everybody Loves Me" by One Republic; "Don't Stop Believing" by Journey; "We Are the Champions" by Queen; "We Are Young" by Fun; really just anything triumphant and celebratory and FUN! :)<em>

**Chapter Sixteen**

**It's A Party, Thneedville!**

_Now I'm floating like a butterfly_

_Stinging like a bee_

_I earned my stripes_

_I went from zero_

_To my own hero_

"Roar" by Katy Perry

There were so many people out there.

Once-ler pulled back from his window, drawing the curtains closed. He took a deep breath. Readjusted the flower at this breast. Tugged on his gloves. Gingerly placed his hat atop his head.

He was ready.

Isabelle walked in the door. "They're ready for you, Oncie!"

He glanced at the curtained window he had been peering out of. "Hopefully the clouds out there won't bring rain."

Isabell straightened his hat and handed him his shades. "It won't rain on our parade, dear. I won't allow it."

Once-ler smiled, then swooped down to kiss the top of his mom's head. "This is a big, big day!" he said, skipping backwards towards the door.

Isabelle followed him to the balcony. It had been decorated with banners and streamers for the party. He stood behind the pink curtain, trying to get a hold of his excitement. He had been practicing his speech all day.

The music playing outside was fanfare-like, as if he were a patriotic hero. Then again, perhaps he was a hero. He made this city what it was today. When he had come before, it had been little Greenville, with barely a thousand people living in it.

Now, it was a thriving major city.

He grinned and straightened as the large clock began to strike the hour. Three o'clock. The moment everyone had been waiting for. There was a deafening wave of sound from the other side of the curtain. They were ready for him.

Taking one last deep breath, he stepped through the curtain, arms outstretched. Lights flashed as news crews and common place people alike snapped pictures. The crowd was going crazy. They were all wearing his thneed in some way, whether on their heads, around their waists, as shoes, backpacks, shawls…

He truly was a genius.

The music reached its climax, then stopped abruptly.

Grinning his widest, Once-ler flapped his hands, getting the crowd in front of him to settle down. They did, gradually.

He moved in front of the microphone. "Hello, people of Greenville!"

More cheers and shouts. He felt like he was floating on air.

When they died down, he continued. "Now, you all know why you are gathered here. Today is a monumental one for me and my business, and for all of Greenville. This is the moment you've been waiting for! And now, ladies and gentlemen, I present to you- _the millionth thneed!"_

The crowd went wild as he dramatically took a step to the side, outstretching his arms to the curtain, where Mayor Buckleberry pushed through, holding the pink material aloft for all to see. Streamers exploded, and confetti spiraled through the air like snowflakes.

Once-ler approached the mayor, who was always a delight to have around because of his jolly praises, and shook his hand, nodding to him. It was pointless to say anything- all they could hear was the thunderous roar of the citizens of Greenville down below.

It took a while for them to die down. And when they did, Once-ler took the stand once more. "Thank you," he said. "Thank you." He was about to burst with happiness. This was the moment he had always dreamed of. The people who had once scoffed at his invention were now groveling in front of him, supporting his every move.

"Ladies and gentlemen—my friends. I'd like to say a few words." He paused, letting them quiet down some more. "A nearly four years ago, I arrived at this town- a little speck on the map. But I knew… I just _knew _that this was the place to start my factory and mass produce my invention to the world."

He scanned the crowd. It was nearly impossible to pick out individual faces, but he hoped Cindy was in there somewhere.

"And so I'd like to say a personal thank you to all of you. For being there to support me. To become the home of thneeds!" More thunderous cheering. "And so I was thinking- this city's gotten big. Just like my company. So I've decided to create… a new slogan. As a tribute to this great city."

He reached for the trigger that would unroll the giant poster under the balcony. When he tugged on it, it unraveled, making a rolling, flapping noise.

"Thneed Incorporated- Too big to fail!"

The crowd went crazy, just as he thought they would. On the giant poster was his own face, chin resting in gloved hand. His shades were off in the picture, because he wanted the people to see the face of their idol. The words "Too Big To Fail" were printed in bold across the top and bottom. He was quite proud of it, really.

He felt a hand on his shoulder, and looked down to see the mayor waving at the crowd, trying to quiet them down. When they did, he leaned into the microphone, his bushy moustache nearly brushing it. "I'd also like to make an announcement," he declared. Behind him appeared an assistant, who held a velvet box.

Mayor Buckleberry lifted the lid, and pulled out a large, glistening medallion. "A gift from the citizens of Greenville."

Once-ler gaped at the glinting gold, and pride swelled inside of him. He wondered if he would turn into a balloon and simply float away.

He bowed his head as the mayor draped it around his neck. "Mr. Once-ler, we would like to thank _you _for your service and success. As a final thank you, we have made the decision…."

And here he paused, and leaned closer to the microphone. "To rename Greenville. Ladies and gentlemen, you are now citizens of _Thneedville!"_

Once-ler barely heard the loudest cheer yet. He was stunned. Blown away. Thneedville? _Thneedville?_

It nearly brought tears to his eyes. Good thing he was wearing the shades.

They were actually naming the place after him. His invention. His creation.

It was the greatest honor he could possibly imagine.

He stared at the gleaming, excited brown eyes of the mayor, who was plump and half his height. What a kind, kind man.

Not really caring what the crowd thought or what it would do to his image, he picked the little man up and gave him the tightest hug he could without smothering the little guy.

At first he seemed surprised, but then returned the hug. Once-ler put him down, grasping his hand in both of his. "Thank you," he said. It was too soft for him to hear it, but he had to say it.

The mayor then said a few more words to the crowd, praising Once-ler and his company, but Once-ler was in such a trance-like state he hardly took it all in.

These people loved him. He was _the _face of Thneedville.

And he would have it no other way.

* * *

><p>It was a great party.<p>

Music was being played by a live band, there were plenty of games for the kids, and vendors were everywhere selling food and t-shirts and other merchandise.

Once-ler roamed around in the crowd, flanked by security, the mayor, and an army of fans. He signed autographs, took pictures, and delighted his fans.

Still he kept an eye out for Cindy.

Well, perhaps she would only come to the evening part of the party. It was the part he really invited her to anyways. It was something of a banquet and dance. His mom's idea. But he only went along with it because he made her promise he could perform a few songs of his own and so he could invite Cindy. And dance with her. And no one could stop him.

People had to buy tickets to the banquet and dance, but he had given Cindy a free one. She seemed hesitant, but he wanted her to come so badly he could hardly contain his anxiety. As people filed in for the evening party, he scanned the crowd of nicely dressed people for a hint of her golden hair.

They were in the city hall instead of the factory this time. There wouldn't have been anywhere to hold the party indoors. And by the looks of slightly damp hair and umbrellas, it had started raining outside. So having the party outside would have been disastrous.

He shook hands, was introduced to people he didn't really care to know, and slowly began to worry that Cindy wouldn't show up.

Just as he began to resign himself that he was going to have to start the party without her, she walked in. A white polka dotted umbrella hung from her forearm, so she wasn't very wet. But that hardly registered as Once-ler stared at her.

She was different.

Her hair was stick straight, just like the night he had found her wasted in the streets, except then it was a little messier. Now, it was nearly perfect, framing her face and defining her features. Her makeup must be different as well, because her eyes seemed bigger and more brilliant than before.

But what stunned him the most was her dress. He'd never seen her dressed in anything like it. It was bold, a blood red, and clung to her in all the right places. A black carrier bag was strapped over her shoulder.

She was stunning, and beautiful. It was a harsher beauty than he was used to seeing in her, but beauty all the same.

He nearly ran across the hall to her. She saw him coming, and smiled at him. Her lips glistened a ruby red.

"You came!" he exclaimed when he reached her.

"I did," she laughed. It was a delicate sound, like a small bell. He had to stop staring at her.

He offered an arm. "You will be sitting at the honorary table of the Once-ler," he said. "No protests."

She looked slightly uncomfortable as she glanced over at the head table, where the mayor and his mom were making themselves comfortable. But she smiled up at him. "Okay."

He led her to the table, and pulled the chair to the right of his out for her. His mom caught his eye and gave him a disapproving shake of the head. He didn't care.

"Mr. Buckleberry," he addressed the mayor, "I'd like to introduce to you Cindy Lou Who, an honorary guest of mine."

Mayor Buckleberry smiled warmly at Cindy and shook her hand. "Good to meet you, Miss Who." Then he cocked his head slightly to the side and narrowed his eyes suspiciously. "But aren't you the girl who-?"

"Ah, we're past all that nonsense, Mayor sir," Once-ler said, giving Cindy a pat on her head. She twisted around to look at him, but he avoided the look he was afraid she was giving him and grinned at the mayor. "We haven't been having any problems. And now she's one of my best pals." He set a gloved hand on her shoulder. She stiffened, and clutched at the bag in her lap.

The mayor still looked a little suspicious. "If you say so…"

Once-ler cleared his throat. "Anyway, I think it's time to get this party started!" He raised a glass and tapped it with his fork. "Ladies and gentlemen!" he called. "Ladies and gentlemen, if you could all take a seat please!"

His guests all sat at the many tables that crowded the hall. He continued. "I'd like to thank you all again for your love and support. This has been a big day for all of us, and I can't tell you how much I appreciate you all. Now, without further ado… Let's eat!"

Everyone clapped. It wasn't quite the cheering and screaming he had enjoyed at the earlier celebration, but he supposed this one was fancy, and they had to be polite. He took a seat, and the band on the stage began to play some music.

Once-ler leaned toward Cindy. "After this overly fancy dinner, the _real _party will start!" He grinned at her. She made a face at him.

"We'll see."

The salads were served, followed by the main course. If he had had it his way, they would be serving pancakes. But since this was his mom's whole idea, she chose roast beef and potatoes, along with pasta salads.

"So Mr. Once-ler," Mayor Buckleberry said, wiping his moustache with a napkin, "I heard about that whole business with the zoo didn't pan out. A shame."

Once-ler squirmed a little. The subject made him uncomfortable. "Yes, well… Greenville didn't really need a zoo anyway."

Two voices spoke at once.

"Thneedville, you mean," said the mayor.

"You mean Thneedville," Cindy muttered.

Mayor Buckleberry looked at her, and grinned, making his eyes crinkle. "Going to have to get used to calling this place that." He took a sip of his water.

Once-ler gave Cindy a sideways glance. "You were at the ceremony?"

Cindy shrugged. "Even if I wasn't, the entire city's talking about it. It was on the news. Who _doesn't _know about it?"

Was that bitterness he was hearing in her voice?

His mom, sitting on his left, cleared her throat. "My Oncie was destined for greatness. I'm only happy this city was able to see that." She pinched his cheek, and he flinched away.

"Not in public, Mom," he muttered.

"Your son is nothing short of a genius, Isabelle," the mayor said with a nod in her direction. "A true innovator and inspiration to the rest of us."

Once-ler tried not to swell up with too much pride. "Ah, well…" he waved his hand, not able to keep the grin off his face. "I always knew I would amount to something. Just doing what comes naturally, and following my destiny." He raised his glass, and took a sip from it.

Cindy didn't say anything.

The mayor didn't completely ignore her, however. Being the friendly guy he was, he asked her polite questions about where she was from and what she was studying in school. But that didn't last very long, and soon he and Once-ler discussed business and future plans for the company.

An hour later, it was time for the fun to begin. They quickly cleared the tables away and swept up the floor, getting it ready for the dance.

Once-ler had taken off his gloves before eating, and now pulled them on again. "I'll start this party up with a little jingle I wrote last night," he told Cindy, and leapt for the stage.

Cheers rose up from the crowd as the floor lights dimmed and the spotlight fell on him. He strummed his guitar, a fancy new one he had bought only a month ago. Just one more to add to his collection.

He wrote the song to be a comedy, to break the ice with humor. He was good at that. The people loved him for it.

And he was rather proud of this piece. He sang his heart out, getting his guests to laugh, cheer, scream his name.

This was fame. This was what he had always dreamed of. Being great, someone who everyone looked up to. Being known for his genius.

When he finished the song, the cheering was deafening. Once-ler bowed the deepest, most elegant bow he could manage, then strutted off the stage. The band resumed, playing another upbeat song.

People crowded around him, but he pushed past to get to Cindy, who had confined herself to the wall.

"Hey, wallflower," he teased, bopping her nose lightly with his finger. "How'd I do?"

She shook her head at him, then smiled. "You're talented, I'll give you that."

His smile was about to rip his face apart. He draped an arm over her shoulder, partly for show to all the other girls who were eyeing him. He leaned close to Cindy and whispered in her ear. "I'm going to be bogged down with people here, Cindy. So get out there and enjoy yourself."

He noticed the messenger bag she was clutching in both hands.

"What's that?"

She turned away from him, as if shielding him from it with her body. "What, a girl can't carry a bag around anymore?"

He cocked his head to the side. "Are you mad at me, Cindy?"

She gazed at him for a moment, but her eyes softened. "No, I… I just don't think I should have come."

He felt his eyes widen. "You can't just leave! The party's barely started!"

"I know, but…" She glanced at the crowd of people who kept throwing glances their way. Many of the girls were giving Cindy dirty looks, he suddenly noticed. He hoped none of them were too hostile. She looked back at him.

"I'll stay a little longer, try to… get out there and enjoy myself, as you say." She glanced up, above him. Once-ler twisted, following her gaze. There was nothing but severa; couples on the balcony above them.

"What is it?" He looked back at her.

She was staring at the ground, and she shook her head. "Nothing. Nothing." She looked back at him, and again he was stunned by her beauty. "Just… Know that I'm always your friend. I always want to be your friend. And if I ever do something…. Well, it's business. Nothing personal."

Once-ler narrowed his eyes at her. "What do you-?"

"Mr. Once-ler, if we could have a moment of your time?" Once-ler turned to see a group of people hovering behind him, vying for his attention. He sighed internally, but turned to them with a smile. "Yes! Yes, of course."

He looked behind him to tell Cindy he would only be a moment, but she was already gone.

Shrugging his shoulders, he turned to attend to his adoring fans.


	17. Burning Truth

**As a Valentine's treat- I give you Chapter Seventeen! **

* * *

><p><em>Music: "You and Me" by Lifehouse (and any other slow dance song you fancy ;));"Falling Stars" by David Archuletta; "Iris" by the Goo Goo Dolls, "Just A Kiss" by Lady Antebellum; "What Hurts the Most" by Rascal Flatts<em>

**Chapter Seventeen**

**Burning Truth**

"_And I don't want the world to see me_

_Cause I don't think that they'd understand_

_When everything's made to be broken_

_I just want you to know who I am."_

-Iris by the Goo Goo Dolls

Clutching the messenger bag close to her, Cindy made her way out of the hall. She found the stairs, and made her way up to the balcony.

It was going to be fine- it's not like she was openly flaming his company. The flyers only contained a suggestion.

She reached the balcony, and looked over the edge. She saw the mass of people below, about to be rained on with her message. Once-ler was down there somewhere, happily being praised for his giant success.

She squeezed her eyes shut as his radiant face flashed across her mind. Why was she in this position? Why was she the one who always had to hurt him?

Pushing the thoughts away, she opened the messenger bag and stared at the thick stack of flyers inside. Should she do it now? Or wait til the end of the party?

Might as well get it over with now, and flee before she could meet anyone's wrath. This was both the worst and best time to do this. For one, there were all those people down there. Yet they were celebrating with the most beloved man in the city. No way would they be happy being rained down with something that was barely disguised as a mere suggestion. They'd know what was really going on.

She bit her lip, hard. And what would Once-ler think?

She continued to stare down at the party below, telling herself to just do it already. Still she made no move to do so.

Then a slow song came on, and couples began to pair up. She spotted Once-ler. He was being tailed and watched by nearly every girl in the room, but he hardly noticed any of them. He had taken his hat off, and now he looked slightly less high and mighty.

She watched as he pushed through groups of people, leaning this way and that, peering around people's shoulders and over their heads.

Something glowed inside of her, then was splashed with icy cold guilt when she realized he was searching for her.

Well. Why not have a few dances before letting him down all over again?

Tucking her bag safely behind a plant, she nearly ran down the stairs to the dance floor.

It didn't take long to find him. She came from behind, and gently touched his shoulder. He turned, and when he realized it was her, his entire face lit up. "There you are! I thought you'd left!"

He suddenly made her think of a child who just needed a big hug. She wanted to give him that hug. Restraining herself, she flashed him a smile instead. "I was upstairs." She pointed upwards.

He looked up, and raised his eyebrows. "Why?"

She shrugged. "I like a birds-eye view."

He laughed, then looked nervously towards the stage. "Well, uh… I just figured… Since they're playing a slow song… I thought, well…." He suddenly shook his head, then outstretched his arms to her with a smile. "Let's dance."

She moved into the circle of his arms, and he rested his hands lightly on her waist. She wrapped her arms around his neck, nearly having to stand on tiptoe to do so because he was so tall. He gave her a crooked grin, but his eyes were wide and innocent- he really was a big kid.

They danced. Cindy couldn't believe how good it felt to be this close to him. She could practically feel the heat radiating from his tall form. She loved the way he had to bow his head down a little so he could hear what she was saying.

The song ended not long after they started dancing because they had started so late, but another slow one started up before the other one could even fade out.

At the chorus, she was surprised when he spun her. She found herself giggling, and he did it again, the grin on his face so genuine and wonderful that she wished she'd never be the cause to wipe it off.

Unfortunately, she knew she was cursed to do just that.

"Have I ever seen you in such a striking red before?" he asked as he pulled her in from another dramatic spin.

She shook her head. "Normally red is too bold a color for me."

"Well," he pulled her a little closer to him. "You should wear it more often."

If her heart didn't stop it's fluttering, she was afraid it might flutter right out of her chest.

"You should dance with one of those girls over there," Cindy said, nodding in the direction of a group of girls who were watching with a sour look on their faces. "You have an entire line of them, and I might get murdered if you don't pay any of them any attention."

Once-ler glanced in their direction. "They don't look the lethal type. Besides, no one will hurt you when I'm around." He spun her again, and she was almost overcome with giddiness.

There were random flashes from either side of her, and she knew the press was really focusing on her and Once-ler. And for once, she really didn't care. Let them see them dance. Maybe she would be forgiven more easily if she showed everyone how friendly she and Once-ler were to each other, and that anything she did that was remotely against his company was only business, nothing personal.

That's what she had to keep telling herself. What she was going to do before the night's end was only business. Nothing personal. Nothing personal.

Nothing….

"Cindy, are you listening?" Once-ler leaned in so he was talking in her ear. "This is going to be all over the news. You and me. Is that okay with you?"

He drew back far enough so he could register her face. He was so close that if she wanted to, she would just have to lean in two inches to kiss the tip of his nose. She smiled at him. "They can do whatever they want. You can't always believe what the media says anyway. It'll be old news before long."

He nodded, and almost absentmindedly pushed aside her bangs, which had fallen into her face. His gloved hand brushed her shoulder on its way back down to her waist.

He cleared his throat. "You know… what they say _could _be true."

She tilted her head, raising an eyebrow. "What?"

That half grin again. But there was something in his eyes that said he wasn't joking around. "I mean just…. If they're going to have pictures of us all over the news, and speculating about our relationship, why not just make it a reality?"

She stared at him, trying to process what he was saying. "I don't understand-"

"You keep telling me that we're good friends," he said, speaking in a rush. "But… what if I were your boyfriend?"

She blinked rapidly as her heart nearly skipped a beat. Now both eyebrows were raised. "Are you… asking me to be your girlfriend?

A light pink color flooded his cheeks. "Yes. Yes I am." He shrugged. "It's what everyone thinks anyways."

She couldn't even believe this was happening. "Wait- so are you asking just to put on a show for the press, or because you really want to-?"

He made a face at her. "Cindy, would I really use you to improve my already perfect image?"

There were so many parts of that statement that made her feel different things that she just looked off to the side, watching as the other couples danced. Then she looked back at him. "Once-ler, I don't think I'm prepared to give you an answer."

His hopeful smile died down a bit. "So that's a no for now?"

She didn't know. She had feelings for him- that was obvious. But could it really work?

The song ended, and before she could really give him an answer, he was descended upon. They broke away so Once-ler could face them. They were journalists, asking about the ceremony earlier and about his future plans.

Cindy didn't back away. She studied the journalists, with their notepads and glasses and cameras.

Give them what they want.

What the Lorax had told her what seemed ages ago came back to her. Use the publicity with the Once-ler to her advantage.

As he calmly answered their questions, she quietly slipped her hand in his. He flinched to the side, as if about to turn to her in surprise, but thought against it. He continued to face the reporter, but gave her hand a slight squeeze. Warmth spread from her hand all the way up her arm and into her chest.

Should she just tell him? Say that she was just going to add a little flare to the party by throwing fliers into the air inviting people to enjoy nature while it lasts? Was that really so bad? Or would she lose him?

Her hand tightened around his. Yes, she would tell him. It was the least she could do.

Once the journalists moved on, Cindy stepped closer to Once-ler. "I need to show you something," she said. He instantly became curious. She led him to the stairs and up the balcony.

She let go of his hand as she went for her messenger bag, and he leaned over the balcony railing. "You're right, it's fun to have this bird's eye view."

"Yeah, but that's not what I wanted to show you." She came to his side, bag in hand. She swallowed in an attempt to moisten her suddenly dry throat. Her heart was hammering. She took a deep breath, and opened the flap.

"I… I was going to throw these over the edge of the balcony. As a sort of flare to your party." She handed Once-ler a flier, and he looked it over. A slight frown formed on his face.

"Cindy, what is this?"

"It's an invitation to enjoy nature while it's still around. See, I've listed a bunch of activities people can do-"

"No, I mean this part." He jabbed at the bottom of the page.

Cindy felt her face grow hot. She hoped it wouldn't be able to show under all her makeup. The phrase was "If you feel action needs to be taken to protect the environment, please contact Cindy Lou Who."

Cindy looked up at Once-ler. His eyes were wide and questioning, searching her face. "It's gone," she whispered. "Where I always go to meet the Lorax, where you and I had our picnic… It's been destroyed."

His eyebrows came together in concern. "Oh." He looked back down at the flier, then back at her. "Can't you just start going to another part of the forest that hasn't been chopped down yet?"

Cindy stared at him. "You don't get it, do you?" She leaned forward over the flier, pointing at it. "We can move around all we want, but that won't change the fact that, someday, _it all will be gone."_

Once-ler stared at the flier in his hands. Suddenly something lit up in his eyes- Cindy's heart leapt with hope that it was understanding. But when Once-ler looked back up at her, she knew it wasn't in the way she had hoped.

"So… you're telling people to come out to a ruined landscape so they can finally realize what a monster I am for created some kind of wasteland? Is this what this is?"

Cindy clenched her jaw. "Essentially, yes."

Once-ler cried out in frustration, throwing his hands up and turning away from her, bunching the flier up in his hands. "You never give up, do you? Is this the only reason why you came?" He turned on her, advancing, waving the flier in her face.

She blinked rapidly, and couldn't answer. It was, actually.

She was heartless.

Finally she forced herself to make eye contact with him and clenched her hands into fists to keep them from shaking. "No. No, of course not!"

"Cindy, be honest with me." He was staring at her so intently that she could almost feel her eyes burning.

What could she say? "I really do care for you," she whispered.

"Uh-huh." He gave her a curt nod, then reached for her messenger bag. "I'm afraid these won't be crashing my party tonight, Cindy."

He tugged it out of her hands, and pulled out every last flier, holding them in both hands. Then he marched to a lit hearth next to the stretch of benches and threw them in.

Cindy blinked several times, trying to force the tears away. "I wasn't going to tell you about them, you know," she choked. "I was just going to come up here while you were busy and throw them out on everyone…."

Once-ler stared at her as if she had completely morphed into a different person. "That would have been pleasant of you," he snapped. He cast his eyes to the ceiling before shaking his head and coming near her, hands outstretched. "Cindy, _why _are you the _only _one who has a problem with what I'm doing? Everyone else- they think what I'm doing is _good. _And you- you insist that I'm being _bad._" He chuckled humorlessly, shaking his head. "You're so stubborn that way."

Cindy scowled. "_I'm _stubborn? You won't take the time to listen to me!"

"Why would I listen to the one negative person when I have _thousands _of positive supporters? Cindy, they _named _this place after me- after my invention. It's a _big _deal. I'm heading up a spiral, and there's no way you're going to bring me down, no matter what kind of feelings I have for you."

Cindy was slowly crumbling inside. Her attempt at reaching out to the people had failed. Because she had told him. She should have just thrown the fliers when she had the chance. She glanced at them now. They were nothing but a glowing heap in the fire.

"It took a lot of money to print those all out," she muttered.

They were both silent. They could hear people laughing and chatting below as the music continued.

Once-ler sighed a heavy sigh and sat at one of the benches, running a hand through his dark hair. He curved forward as if his shoulders had weights embedded in them. "Cindy… I'm just so tired of fighting you."

She was too. But instead of saying anything, she walked away. Down the stairs, leaving the balcony and Once-ler behind. Hot tears were burning in her eyes, and she blinked furiously, trying to hold them at bay.

Why did she have to care for him so much? It was too painful.

She reached the bottom of the stairs, grabbed her umbrella, and went outside into the pouring rain without bothering to open it.


	18. The Illusion of Control

**Hello, wonderful people! I apologize that this is coming a little later than planned- it's been crazy busy! BUT I think this chapter was well worth the wait. :) It was lots of fun to write! Enjoy!**

* * *

><p><em>Music: Somewhere Only We Know by Keane; Planet Collapse from The Croods soundtrack; Counter Attack from How to Train Your Dragon soundtrack; anything that is intense and action-y. :) <em>

**Chapter Eighteen**

**The Illusion of Control**

_I came across a fallen tree_

_I felt the branches of it looking at me_

_Is this the place we used to love?_

_Is this the place that I've been dreaming of?_

Of course it was all over the papers the next morning. First was the big announcement of the city's name change, and the millionth thneed, which they were holding an auction for, and then the events at the party were brought to light. The Once-ler and his girlfriend.

Once-ler tossed the paper off his desk, watching it skid across the floor. No, he would not let Cindy ruin his moment of triumph. He was amazed at himself for letting her ruin it last night.

And yet her fliers bothered him. He could still see them burning in the fire in his mind's eye. And there was a nagging in the back of his mind reminding him that the place he and Cindy had had their picnic was now gone. Leveled.

It's not like it had any significance to him anyway.

It was only where they had their first date.

He buried his head in his hands, listening to the clock ticking out the seconds, and his machinery grinding and whirring and belching out black smoke.

There was a presence in the room. He could sense it. Quickly, he brought his head up. The door hadn't opened. He looked back at the door that led down his back stairs.

The Lorax was standing in front of it, watching him.

Once-ler jumped out of his chair. "What are _you _doing here?"

The Lorax didn't scowl. Didn't even frown. He just stared sadly back at him. "What will it take to make you see what you are doing to us?"

"Heh. Here's one for you-" he advanced on the orange fur ball and leaned over him. "Leave. Me. Alone."

"Even Cindy?"

Her name caused his chest to constrict. "Yes. Even Cindy. She's just as pestering as you are. Now, if you don't mind, I have some work to get done and-"

"You know what's almost worse than cutting down a tree?" The Lorax interrupted. "It's cutting down a person."

Once-ler felt his annoyance spike. "And what is it you're implying? I've pretty much _built _this entire city single handedly. How is that cutting anyone down?"

"I meant someone you care about." The Lorax took a hesitant step forward. "You _do _care for Cindy, don't you?"

Hot anger flashed through him. "Look, it's none of your furry business. I want you to leave. Now. Before I call security."

The Lorax shook his head, glancing at the ground for a moment. Then he said, "You should come out sometime. See if you can take anyone else on a picnic out there again." He began to reach for the door handle, but Once-ler knew he wouldn't be able to reach it. Grumbling his annoyance, he opened the door for him.

Before descending down the stairs, the Lorax turned to him one last time. "Things are going to get ugly, Once-ler. Mark my words. And it'll all be because of you."

Once-ler slammed the door in his face for an answer. Since when had that hairy jumping bean been right in the past?

He took his seat at his desk again, staring at the newspaper on the floor. His mind wouldn't settle. Finally, with a sigh, he decided that he needed some air.

And no matter how he despised following Moustache's suggestions, he made up his mind to check out the rest of Truffula Valley.

* * *

><p>He didn't expect to see her there. She was bent over her sketchbook, scribbling away at something.<p>

Once-ler froze in his tracks, then turned around. She hadn't seen him. There was still time to make his escape.

"Once-ler!"

He froze, then slowly turned around.

Cindy was standing, sketchbook held against her side. She regarded him with caution. "Hey."

He swallowed, thinking of all the hurtful words they had shared the night before. "Hey."

She looked around. "What are you doing out here?"

He shrugged, scrambling for a good excuse. "Ummm… I'm, uh… Well, I'm making sure there are enough pink Truffula trees."

Her eyebrows came together in a curious frown. "Pink Truffula trees? "

"Yep." He stood straighter. "They're the highest in demand, and I just wanted to make sure we had enough of the color for the future."

She raised her eyebrows at him. She didn't believe him.

He cleared his throat. "Anyway, what are _you _doing here? I thought since your favorite spot is gone that you would come out here less."

She leaned against the tree she had been sitting against before he came along. "On the contrary. I'm trying to enjoy this while I can. It won't be for much longer though." She swiped at her nose. "It's starting to smell out here."

He tried not to let her words phase him. She really was enjoying getting under his skin. "Well then. I'll let you get back to it then."

He turned around and started to walk away. He thought that maybe she would call out to him, tell him she was sorry. Try to make it right again.

But she didn't. Standing a little straighter, he pressed on.

His straining ears picked something else up though. There was a rumbling sound in the distance, and it was coming closer. Fast.

He stopped walking for a moment and listened. Why, it was only one of his choppers. Doing their job. But he thought he told them to work towards the other direction. They weren't supposed to come this way, not yet.

The machinery was very close now. He spun around, hoping to see Cindy hightailing it out of there.

To his immense surprise, she only stood there, clutching her sketchbook and facing in the direction of the sound. Her feet were firmly planted in a stance that could only mean that she was planning on standing her ground. What was she thinking?

"Cindy!" he called.

She either didn't hear him over the now thunderous roar of the machine, or didn't acknowledge him. She stared straight ahead as the machine appeared around a hill, coming swiftly near and hacking down trees.

Animals were scattering everywhere, flying or running or sliding away. Not Cindy.

And the machine was heading right for her.

"Cindy!" Once-ler yelled.

Then he was moving. All he knew was that he had to get her out of the way. He was sprinting down that hill, tripping over his own feet when he was going too fast for them, but he didn't care.

He just had to get to Cindy.

The machine was nearly upon her. Why wouldn't she move?

Then another thought entered his mind. Why didn't they slow down? The driver could see her plain and clear from where he was seated.

Once-ler's body collided with Cindy's and they both fell to the ground, rolling away from the machine. It moved on, only feet away from them. Never slowing down.

"Cindy, what were you _thinking?" _He wanted to throttle her for being so stupid, but stopped when he saw her face. Tears were streaming down it and her eyes were wide.

"Once-ler. Once-ler, you have to stop that thing."

He was about to protest, when she suddenly grabbed his shoulders.

"_Please!" _She jabbed a finger in the direction the machine was heading. "This is the Swomee Swan's nesting grounds. There are _eggs _in those trees, Once-ler!"

He gaped at her, trying to process. What she was telling him finally registered, and without another thought he scrambled to his feet, and raced after the machine.

"Hey!" he yelled. "Hey you!"

He quickly caught up to it, and ran alongside the wheels.

"Hey!" He waved his arms about, trying to get the attention of the driver. "I'm your _boss!"_

He watched as the shadowy creature inside the machine slowly looked at him, then faced straight ahead again without slowing. More trees were being hacked down. Did any of those contain Swomee Swans waiting to be born?

They wouldn't have a chance to if he didn't stop this thing.

He forced himself to go faster, to race in front of the machine. "Stop! I can fire you, you know!"

There were tinted windows on either side of the compartment the Chopper was in, but not in front of him. Once-ler could see him sitting behind the controls and levers. His yellow eyes were blazing, making Once-ler nearly stumble.

_"They're ruthless, and destructive…. They're not human."_

Mr. Filler's words echoed in Once-ler's mind, and he was terrified. This creature was prepared to chop down the entire forest, whether he wanted it to or not.

He had no control.

And yet he would not have blood on his hands. Firming his resolve, he dove towards the side of the machine. He had invented it- he could destroy it.

He latched himself onto the machine, and clung on for dear life, trying to find a foothold. He found it, and slowly inched towards the engine.

They hit a bump, and his grip on the railing faltered so that he was only holding onto it with one hand for a moment. He flung himself back onto it, clutching it tightly. He closed his eyes, and took a deep breath.

There was no time to lose.

He reached the engine, and pried the door open. Reaching his hand inside, he ripped out tubes and wires until he found the one that would stop the thing cold. Now if only he could remember if it was the red one or the blue one…

Deciding it was red, he gripped it tight and pulled.

It didn't rip out.

He pulled again. It was in there tight. He couldn't do this with only one hand. Letting go of the railing, his life-line, he grasped the tube with both hands. Clenching his jaw, he muttered. "Three… two… _one!" _

He pulled back with all his might. The tube broke. He fell backwards.

Falling through space. All thoughts left him as he watched the machine fall away, and prepared for the impact when he hit the ground. Would he survive it?

Something suddenly clutched at both his sleeves, and with a flutter of yellow feathers, his fall was slowed. He swooped to the ground and was suddenly released. He fell with a roll, and landed on his back.

He let out the breath he had been holding, and closed his eyes. He heard the machine slow to a stop. It was dead. The power severed.

He had done it.

With a little triumphant smile, he opened his eyes. Three heads with beaks obstructed his vision. He cried out, scuttling backwards.

The Swomee Swans stood there and watched him with large eyes. They had slowed his fall. Probably saved him from some broken bones.

His surprised face broke into a smile. "Thanks, guys!"

"Once-ler!"

Suddenly Cindy was beside him, and before he could say a word to her, she collapsed to the ground in front of him and wrapped her arms tightly around his neck. "You did it," she breathed, and Once-ler felt as if he were back on the stage being awarded a medal for his success.

Except a hug was way better than a medal.


	19. A Change

**Wow, it's been a while. How ya guys been?**

**Alright so I would like to apologize profusely for the delay in uploading this chapter. But... I think it'll be well worth the wait. ;)**

* * *

><p><em>Music: Speed of Sound by Coldplay<em>

**Chapter Nineteen**

**A Change**

_How long am I gonna stand_

_With my head stuck under the sand?_

_I'll start before I can stop_

_Before I see things the right way up_

-"Speed of Sound" by Coldplay

Cindy was huddled in Once-ler's giant red chair, of all places. She was still recovering from the shock of watching him jump on that machine, and nearly fall to his death trying to stop it. If anything had happened to him, she'd never forgive herself.

Once-ler was pacing in front of his desk, frowning as he silently brooded.

After stopping the machine, Once-ler had approached the Chopper, who had slid down and just stood there. He told it off, asking why it wouldn't stop. It didn't say anything. Just towered over them. Cindy stood next to Once-ler to support him as he faced the giant, but she had felt more like she was cowering. If it wanted, it could have snapped both their necks and been done with it.

Finally, Once-ler told him that his job at Thneed Incorporated was terminated.

The Chopper didn't say a word, just turned around and walked away. Cindy shivered just thinking about it.

Once-ler had saved the nests in the nick of time. Just a few seconds more and they would have been scrambled on the ground. He was a hero.

A hero of the forest, and yet the source of its destruction. How could that be possible?

She watched him now as he paced. "You didn't have to come back you know."

Her words made him stop. "What?"

"When the machine came. You could have just gone back to the factory and let things unfold. But you can back. It was…" she shook her head, feeling her cheeks warm. "Heroic of you. Thanks."

Once-ler blinked at her, then approached his desk until his hands rested on it. He leaned forward. "Cindy," he said quietly, "I'm torn."

She tilted her head to the side. "Torn."

He nodded, refusing to look at her. "I'll admit it. It's ugly out there. And it _does _smell."

Cindy listened, watching him carefully. What was he saying?

"And… and if neither of us were there, those eggs… We wouldn't have… been able to stop it." His fingers curled as he pressed harder against his desk. "And I can't control my Choppers. Honestly, they scare me."

Cindy nodded. She understood why.

He let out a breath of laughter, but she suspected there was no humor in it. "I've just been so sure of myself, so confident… And now… I don't know." He shook his head, and finally looked up at her. "What if I can't stop any of them? What if they keep chopping until every single tree… is gone?"

His eyes widened as another thought came to him.

"I'm _hurting _people, Cindy."

She didn't argue with him. While this realization seemed to distress him, she felt a growing sense of hope and relief. He was finally going to listen to her. She just knew it.

Once-ler straightened, and came around the desk so he was standing next to the chair. Then he knelt down so he was eye level with her. "You've been trying to tell me for so long now. Cindy… can you forgive me?"

His wide blue eyes were intent on hers. She felt like she would drown in them. "Well," she said lightly, "It's about time." And she felt her face break out into a grin, one that Once-ler mirrored.

"Yeah. I've been pretty thickheaded."

Cindy laughed. It was true.

Once-ler chuckled with her, then his smile diminished. "But really though- now what? What am I going to do? What happens to-" he gestured around his office- "all this?"

She studied him a moment. "You don't have to give it all up, Once-ler. Just… make some changes."

He nodded, but still looked at war with himself. Admitting that he was wrong wasn't easy for him, she could see.

And that's another thing that made him heroic.

Before she could think twice about it, she quickly pecked him on the cheek.

He looked at her in surprise. "What was that for?"

She felt the heat rise in her cheeks. "Just another thank you. I know things seem pretty bleak to you now, but-"

"Cindy." Once-ler was watching her carefully, and she felt trapped in his gaze.

"Yeah?" She could barely hear herself, her voice was so quiet.

"You'll help me with this, won't you?"

She nodded. He was so close, his hands resting on the arm of the chair, his body leaning forward as if he were about to tell her a secret. "Of course," she breathed.

She could see the long, dark eyelashes that framed his eyes, just like when they were playing in the snow and the moisture was caught in them.

He closed the distance, and her heart beat hard in her chest when his lips lightly touched hers. She held very still, afraid that if she made a move it would scare him away. One of his hands gently touched her cheek, and she slowly brought her hands to his elbows. Slow, careful.

She'd never been kissed before. She'd imagined how it would be, sure…

But her imaginings were nothing compared to this.

The door banged open, and the moment was shattered. Once-ler jumped to his feet, and Cindy cowered against his chair, feeling her cheeks blaze red.

Isabelle stood in the doorway, hands on her hips. She looked shocked. Her eyes were wide, mouth slightly agape. Oh no. Had she really just seen that?

"Hey Mom!" Once-ler said, his voice a little too high pitched and innocent.

Isabelle seemed to shake herself, and she was back to her commanding, in-control self. "Once-ler, did you really just fire one of your Choppers?"

Once-ler moved in front of his desk, as if trying to conceal Cindy, who still sat awkwardly in his chair. "Yeah. I did. And?"

She clenched her jaw. "And that means one less worker to chop down trees."

"Listen, Mom." Once-ler took a deep breath. "We're going to have to make some changes."

She blinked. "What?"

Cindy watched as Once-ler's hands closed into fists. It was a small thing, showed how nervous he was about breaking this to his mom. He probably hadn't planned on doing it so soon. "Have you been outside lately?" he said. "It's not very pretty. And… _I'm _the cause of it. And Mom, that Chopper I fired… He wouldn't listen to me. I think Mr. Filler's been trying to warn me about them. They all need to be let go…"

"Oncie, Oncie, Oncie." Isabelle rushed up to him, and put a hand over his mouth. The same mouth that had been on hers just moments ago. "Are you listening to yourself? I think maybe you need a break. I'll arrange for a vacation of some sort, get you out of here for a little bit-"

Once-ler pulled away, moving back to stand beside Cindy. "Mom. I'm serious. We need to make some changes."

Isabelle pouted. "Things are fine just the way they are, Oncie."

He shook his head. "No, they're not."

Now she was getting angry. "Oncie, if you don't snap out of this…"

"This is _my _company Mom!" Cindy flinched at the sudden volume Once-ler used. "And I decide what should be done with it!"

This only angered Isabelle further. "You would be _nothing _without me, Oncie. Get it? _Nothing. _So I suggest you lower your voice and listen to me."

"Mom-"

Isabelle suddenly pointed a finger at Cindy. "It's her, Oncie. She's out to destroy your business. And you're going to let her _succeed?"_

Well she was a charmer.

"Mom, Cindy's been trying to warn us. This is bigger than we thought-"

"That's the _point, _Oncie!" Isabelle nearly screeched. "'Too Big To Fail,' remember?"

"Yeah, but that was before-"

"Before what?" she snapped. "Before you decided to trust that rat over there and start smooching with her? Can't you see she's manipulating you?"

Cindy couldn't just sit here and be talked over any longer. She stood from the chair, shaking. "You… you don't understand what's going on. I'm trying to help you and your son-"

"Oh shut your trap!" Isabelle hissed. "I will not be talked down to!" She marched to the door. "This'll all end badly, Oncie. Just you wait. Don't trust her." She narrowed her eyes at him. "I am _very _disappointed in you."

And she slammed the door shut.

Once-ler shook his head, and turned to Cindy, his cheeks glowing pink. "That was scary."

Cindy was still standing. "Why is she like that?"

Once-ler glanced at the door. "Oh, she's always been like that. It's just her."

Cindy shook her head. "She hates me."

"She does." Once-ler sat down in his chair. "And I'm sorry about that."

Cindy bit her lip. She was still offended.

"Oh hey I keep forgetting." Once-ler pulled open the top left hand drawer of his desk, and pulled out a book.

A sketchbook.

_Her _sketchbook.

He smiled at her. "This is yours."

Cindy gingerly took it from him, running her hand over the burnt orange cover. "You kept it. After all this time… you kept it?"

He shrugged. "What can I say? I love your drawings."

Cindy opened it. She remembered drawing those squirrels. That dog. The rabbit. She came to the deer she had sketched just before she met Once-ler. She knew what was going to be on the next page.

Once-ler grinned at her from the page, Melvin with his droopy eyes. How she had yearned for this picture to keep with her so she could always remember what the boy she had met in the forest looked like.

She looked up at Once-ler. "Where's Melvin now?"

"Oh, I keep him in the stable. He's allowed to roam free whenever he wants to play with the animals though." He cleared his throat, then looked away from her. "I don't really see him very often anymore."

Cindy nodded, and looked back down at the picture. "I have to admit, I really missed this thing."

Once-ler ran a hand through his dark hair, leaning back in his chair. "Yeah. Sorry I didn't get it to you sooner. I just…" he shrugged. "Like I said. I'm a fan of your art." He smiled at her.

Cindy grinned back, then closed the sketchbook. She held it in her hands for a moment, soaking in the color of it. Then, she handed it back to Once-ler.

"Keep it. I have more sketchbooks."

Once-ler hesitated, and looked from the sketchbook to her. "Are you sure?"

"Yes." She waved it in front of him, laughing. "Take it. It's yours. In fact…." She picked up one of the pens laying on his desk and opened up to the other side of the cover. "_To Once-ler… With love, Cindy_." She finished her name with a flare, and snapped the book shut, handing it to him.

He took it from her, almost holding it with reverence. He raised an eyebrow at her. "With love?"

She shrugged, feeling her cheeks go warm.

Once-ler smiled, then opened another drawer. "As a gift to you, I'll tell you a secret." He pulled out a rolled up sheet of blue paper. "Another invention I've been working on."

He unscrolled the paper and laid it flat so she could see.

"What is it?"

"It's that internal cooling system you inspired me to make." He looked a little sheepish. "I mean, I know we were joking around, but if you think about it… It's not a bad idea."

Cindy laughed. "No, not bad at all. It could become very popular."

"You think so?" He instantly brightened up. Cindy was reminded of when he had first told her about his thneed invention. Some things just never change.

"Of course I do! Look at your thneeds, after all!"

He looked rather pleased with himself. Then he started fidgeting.

"Uh, Cindy…. Now that we've got things more or less… resolved between us… Do you think what I asked you last night could be a possibility?"

Cindy's heart fluttered. "You mean… to be your girlfriend?"

"Well…" he chuckled nervously. "We _do _make a pretty good team…"

"We do." Cindy ruffled his hair. "When we're not fighting."

"And there'll be no more of that. I promise." He raised his right hand and put his left over his heart.

Something about this made Cindy bite her lip. He had a habit of making promises like that.

And he had a habit of breaking them.

She took his right hand, which he was still holding up, and held it in both of hers. "Just promise me we can work together to fix this thing."

He nodded, and stood. He kissed her hand, sending tingling sensations up her arm. "Promise!"

Then he enfolded her in his arms.

And for that brief moment, she felt that all would be well.


	20. Prowling Paparazzi
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><p><em>Music: What If by Safety Suit<em>

**Chapter Twenty**

**Prowling Paparazzi**

_What if it makes you sad at me?_

_And what if it makes you laugh now, but you cry as you fall asleep?_

_And what if it takes your breath, and you can't hardly breathe_

_And what if it makes the last sound be the very best sound_

_What if what I want makes you sad at me?_

-What If by Safety Suit

The good news was, he and Cindy could get along a lot better now.

The bad news- everything he had worked for seemed to crumble before him. He would have to downsize production, at least until they got a few trees growing. Actually, a lot of trees growing. And growing trees took time.

This was going to take a lot of work. It was also risky. He had just been given the award of the year, and he was almost throwing it back in the people's faces. They weren't going to be happy. And the decrease in thneed production could result in a total downfall.

After Cindy had left, he pondered these things. His mom came in and badgered him. And suddenly, he began to doubt.

Did he really want to do this?

He was so willing to follow Cindy's lead before. But now that she was gone…

Once-ler sat on the steps outside the back of his office, hands cupped on either side of his face, elbows on knees.

His workers were still out there, chopping away. Should he put a stop to them now, or wait til he had a better plan?

He hated to admit it, but he didn't want to lose any money. No, he wanted to make _more _of it. Perhaps that's why he had always turned a blind eye on Cindy and the Lorax. On what they were saying at least.

Once-ler glanced up at the sky. There was no blue around his factory- it was always filled with the dark gray smoke from his factory. In a sense, it was a beautiful thing. It was a sign that he was prospering, making money. Blue skies were over rated anyways.

He rubbed at his eyes. What was he _saying? _Did he really not miss the blue sky? The forest of Truffula trees that used to surround him?

Restless, he jumped up from the steps and walked down them. At the bottom, to the left a ways, was a tree stump different from the others. It was encircled with a collection of big and little stones. He knelt in front of it.

This was the first tree he had ever cut down here. The tree that birthed his first thneed. The Lorax and animals had put the stones there. He didn't know why, but now he was grateful they did. This stump was special. It was one of the great firsts of his life.

Like that first kiss with Cindy.

A little smile quirked at his lips at the thought.

Before she came to Greenville- Thneedville now- he was lonely. He never really realized it before because he was so buried in his work, but he had no one he could call a very close friend. Sure, he had thousands of fans that would give anything to be near him, but that wasn't the same. With Cindy around, he was transported to an earlier time of his life, and it made him happy.

He didn't want to lose that friendship.

And yet, staring down at the tree stump, he realized he couldn't just let his business fall to ruins either. He just couldn't.

He stood. He'd made up his mind.

He was going to find a way to keep both Cindy and his ever growing business. He would find a way.

* * *

><p>"So have you called off the Choppers yet?" Cindy asked.<p>

Once-ler squeezed her hand. "A few of them. Just until I can get things figured out."

They were walking around the town square. It was a beautiful day- the sun was shining, and the temperature perfect. People stopped and stared as they passed. He was the Once-ler, after all, made doubly famous after his millionth thneed party. And he was holding Cindy's hand.

Oh how the press would love this.

But he didn't really care about them at the moment. He was with Cindy, and that's all that mattered.

"You want some ice cream?" he asked, turning to her with a smile.

She returned it. "Of course!"

Yes, everything was perfect.

Except for his little lie.

He hadn't called off any Choppers. He would, but not until his plan was ready yet. As usual, when faced with a problem, he set to inventing. And he was creating something that would require less workers and therefore less people to pay. He wasn't sure he wanted to pay those monsters anymore anyway.

When they reached the ice cream shop, he held the door open for her, sweeping into a dramatic bow. She ruffled his hair as she passed. "Dork."

Her name calling made him grin even wider. He followed her in.

Cindy got the mint truffle, and he got the chocolate marshmallow supreme.

As they sat down at one of the tables outside, Cindy frowned. Once-ler looked around, trying to find the cause of it. "What's wrong?"

She looked back at him, and leaned in. He leaned forward so he could hear her. Her face was inches from his- he could see the little freckles that dotted her nose, the thin hairs of her eyebrows. "Don't you notice that we're being… watched all the time?"

It took him a moment to realize what she was saying, then smiled. He pulled away, bopping her on the tip of the nose with his finger. "Of course we are. Don't worry about it. It'll die down."

There was a blinding flash that made him almost choke on his words. Lowering the camera, a tired looking man scanned the picture he had just taken as a redhead excitedly bounced next to their table. "Oh, and look at the happy couple!" she squealed in an overly high voice. She waved a pad of paper in front of them. "Mind if I ask a few questions?"

Once-ler could sense Cindy's discomfort, but hey, she had to get used to it. He was famous, after all.

"Of course." He grinned broadly. "Ask away."

He tried to ignore the glance Cindy gave him.

The reporter looked as if Christmas had come early. "Okay, so first off-" she leaned forward, eyebrows raised. "Didn't you two _hate _each other?"

He exchanged looks with Cindy. "Well, no of course we didn't _hate _each other…."

"You didn't feel the writhing, _loathing _feeling every time you looked at each other? Just wanted to… to _claw _each other's eyes out?"

"No, we didn't, I don't think," Cindy nearly snapped. She looked at Once-ler again, and he knew she wanted to avoid talking to this woman.

"I can do the talking," he assured her, patting her hand. He looked back at the reporter. "We never hated each other- only had a few… arguments."

"Uh-huh." She scribbled away in her notepad. "And when was it you first realized there was something… _special _about you two?"

Cindy made a coughing noise, rolling her eyes. "Oh, come on…" She looked at Once-ler again, eyebrows raised. "What kind of questions even are these?"

"Don't like that one? Okay then…" The reporter twirled her pen and pointed it at Cindy. "What is _your _advice on romantic relationships?"

Cindy blinked. "My… advice? For who?"

"The readers, of course." A grin stretched tight across her face. "Of Thneedville's Gossip Weekly. Packed with tips for your love life and how to become the person you've always dreamed of being while keeping up with the latest juicy news in town." She winked. "Which, at the moment, honey, is _you _two."

"Right." Cindy stood. "I think we've answered enough questions here."

"But I've only started!"

"Doesn't matter. Once-ler?" Cindy looked to him. He shrugged and stood as well.

"You really should have some of the ice cream here," he said, lifting the bright green bowl that held his treat. "It's terrific!"

Cindy sighed and grabbed his sleeve. "Let's go."

As Cindy led them away, Once-ler heard the reporter call out to them. "You can't just walk away you know- others will be interviewing you. Fair warning!"

Once-ler turned and waved. Then he glanced at Cindy. "She's right, you know. It's part of the fame. People all over town want to know _all _about-"

"I don't really care what people want to know," Cindy said, quickening her steps. "I don't want them prying into my life."

"It's not so bad." Once-ler took a bite of his ice cream. "Once you get used to it."

Cindy sighed, and stopped to look up at him. "You like it. This fame."

He shrugged. "It's my life. Can't say I'm really complaining."

She shook her head. "But it's not mine. I just… I don't like it. At all."

Once-ler decided he'd better treat this situation seriously. He didn't want to argue with her. He sadly tossed his unfinished ice cream into the nearest garbage can, and placed both his hands on her shoulders. "Hey," he said, "We'll get through this. Just as we've gotten through every other problem we've run into. You'll see." He smiled at her.

Her eyes searched his for a moment, then shifted away. "Yeah, I know. Sorry. I'm being… Well, I'm being difficult." She sighed again, then leaned into him, laying her head against his chest and wrapping her arms around him.

He returned the hug, feeling a warm glow spreading from where her head rested. She pulled away and smiled at him. "Hey, let's go to my apartment. We should have a movie night."

He nodded vigorously, then playfully messed with her hair. "Hey, isn't that what _normal _couples do?"

"Yes." She reached for his hand, and he laced his fingers with hers. "I need more normal in my life."

They walked back to her apartment hand in hand. Hannah was still home, which seemed to surprise Cindy.

"What- no plans for the night?" she asked her casually.

Hannah pulled a brush through her dark hair. "Yeah, but I had to stick around until you showed up cause I have so _much _to tell you!"

Cindy smiled. "Okay. What is it?"

"Well, some reporter people came. They were hoping to catch you, but I told them you weren't home. So they interviewed _me."_ Hannah looked extremely excited. "This is like, the coolest thing that's ever happened to me. Ever. I'm going to be in a _magazine. _They decided to give me my own article after asking me a bunch of questions about you…"

Once-ler felt Cindy drop his hand. "Wait- people came _here _and asked _you _about _me?"_

Hannah's smile was about to split her face. "We're like, famous!" She turned to Once-ler. "It must be nice having you as a boyfriend."

He chuckled and put an arm around Cindy. "See, Hannah knows what it's all about. There's no need to fear fame, Cindy."

Cindy turned to frown at him, and he quickly coughed.

"I mean… Gee, yeah these people really have no concept of keeping private lives private…"

Cindy turned away from him and addressed Hannah. "What kind of things did they ask you?"

Hannah tossed back her hair. "Well, how I kept my nails so vibrant, what I used to make my skin glow…."

"No, no, no. What did you tell them about me?"

Hannah patted Cindy's shoulder. "Not going to let me bask a little in your fame, are you?"

"Come on Hannah…. What did you tell them?"

"Oh, lots of stuff." Hannah grabbed her shiny black purse from the closet and flung it over her shoulder. She waggled her eyebrows. "I'm sure you'll read all about it in the next edition of _Stars and Hunks_." She winked, and opened the door. "Okay, I'm like half an hour late. Good night, you two!"

Once-ler realized that Cindy's mood had just been spoiled with Hannah's news. He led her to the couch and sat her down.

"Hey Cindy. Before we pop any popcorn, maybe we need to talk about this. Really talk about it."

She rubbed her forehead. "No, you're right. I just need to not let it bother me. But I still can't believe…." She gritted her teeth. "They interrogated my _roommate…"_

"Hey." Once-ler sat down next to her and took her hands, which had been clasped tightly in her lap. "They're stupid, nosey people. That's all. Forget about them. Show them you don't care. And once this little phase of theirs is over…." He shrugged. "Then it'll be over." He squeezed her hands and smiled. "Besides, I'm right here. We're in this together, remember?"

Cindy's blue eyes were locked on to his. She was drinking in every word he said. "I know."

"And whatever happens, we'll pull through. You can trust me on this. Promise."

She raised her eyebrows at him. "Promise?"

She was staring him down. His insides squirmed a little. Okay, no, he wasn't being completely honest with her. There were things he was keeping from her, and that he would continue to keep from her for the good of his company. Was that so bad?

And he couldn't just take his words back.

He leaned forward and kissed her forehead. "Promise," he whispered.


	21. The Wrongfully Accused

**Alright guys, fair warning... I am so dumb when it comes to court scenes. I guess I just never watched enough of those kinds of shows haha but I did my best. I'm so excited to share the next several chapters with you! Things are getting pretty... well... you'll just have to read and see for yourself. Enjoy, and please leave a review! :)**

* * *

><p><em>Music: None for this chapter.<em>

**Chapter Twenty One**

**The Wrongfully Accused**

_And the lawyers are denying!_

_-_The Once-ler in "How Bad Can I Be?"

With a tinny pop, Cindy broke into her brand new colored pencils. One by one, she carefully pulled each color out and set them on the kitchen table.

Hannah turned the sink off and turned to her, drying her hands with a bright yellow towel. "Whatcha buy?"

"Pencils," Cindy replied, turning in her chair and holding up the tin casing. "I needed more for my final project."

"Can you believe it's been a whole semester already?" Hannah asked, pulling a chair up and straddling it. "It flew by so fast!"

Cindy nodded, picking up a green pencil and examining it for no good reason.

"Kinda wish I had something to show for it."

Cindy glanced up at her. "What do you mean?"

Hannah shrugged. "Well, look at you! You've always been on top of your classes despite your craziness with this environmentalist stuff…. And you even got a _boyfriend _out of it!" She leaned forward, sweeping her bangs from her face. "Heck, and not just _any _boyfriend. And me? Slacking off, sleeping in til noon, partying… I've decided I'm going to clean up my act next semester." She grinned at Cindy.

Cindy smiled back encouragingly. "Good plan."

Hannah stood, picking the yellow towel back up. "So. How're you and dear old Once-ler?"

Cindy rolled the green pencil between her fingers.

Things had never been better.

Despite having to avoid all newspapers and magazines for the sake of her sanity, the last few weeks had been wonderful for Cindy. Once-ler had to work most of the time, and he promised her he was working hard on making new plans for running his business so he wouldn't have to harm the environment as much.

She would remind him that just replanting trees wasn't enough- he'd have to figure out a way to keep the air and water clean as well. But he was an inventor- she was sure he would come up with a genius plan. They were finally on the same page.

After work and on his days off Once-ler would meet up with her and they would hang out. Like a couple. She was still getting used to the idea of having the Once-ler as a boyfriend. But she enjoyed it. Immensely.

She'd only gone to see the Lorax once since Once-ler's change of heart. She had informed him that he needn't worry about Once-ler anymore because he was more than willing to change his ways. The Lorax came off as slightly suspicious, which made her a little upset. She decided to just wait and show him that he could trust her. Trust Once-ler.

The only thing that bothered her was Once-ler's reluctance for her to help him with his new plans. He argued that it angered his mom, so she didn't press it. She had to have faith that he was doing the best he could and that he would find solutions on his own. And if he needed any help or advice, she'd be there to give it.

In the meantime, she went to classes, let him work, and spent quality time with him every chance they got.

It was the best three weeks she'd had since coming to Greenville. Thneedville.

Once-ler had been right. Now that they were old news, the publicity was dying down. Cindy enjoyed being able to go to the store without being nearly bowled over by reporters.

Cindy began to put her pencils away. "Good. We've been good." She smiled at Hannah. "It's nice."

Hannah opened her mouth to say something, but paused when there was a knock on the door. "I'll get it," she said, throwing the yellow towel over her shoulder. She winked. "Maybe your beau is off work early."

Cindy highly doubted it, but hurried to put the pencils back in her case anyway.

She heard the door open, and then a small gasp from Hannah. "Oh! Um… can I help you?"

"Ma'am, we have a warrant to search this apartment." It was a very brisk female voice.

Cindy closed her pencil case with a snap, and stayed frozen that way, listening intently.

"Oh… uh, okay, but um…" Hannah was floundering. "Why?"

"We believe this apartment contains stolen property."

The door squeaked as it opened further and the woman stepped inside the apartment. "Where is you roommate?"

Cindy's heart jolted. Trying to act nonchalant, she stood and stepped into view of the door. "Hey. I'm right here." She sounded weak. Pathetic.

Before her stood a police woman, and next to her a shorter cop with a goatee. Hannah was twisting the towel nervously in her hands.

The police woman stepped forward, holing out a paper. "You're Cindy Lou Who?"

"Uh, yeah." What was going on?

"It has come to our attention that you are withholding an item of stolen property. We're here to search for it. Unless we can do this the easy way and you can just fetch it for us now."

Cindy was having troubles grasping what was being said. "I'm sorry… You think I've _stolen _something?"

"Hard way it is then." It was the first time the man with the goatee had spoken. He had a higher voice than Cindy would have imagined. In other circumstances, she would have been slightly amused. But now, it did nothing to calm her nerves.

She and Hannah could do nothing but stand numbly aside as two more cops entered the apartment and began to throw the cushions off the couch, dig through their backpacks, and rummage through drawers. Hannah glanced at Cindy. "What on earth did you do?"

"Nothing!" Cindy's heart hammered, making her angry at herself. Why was she so anxious? She hadn't stolen anything. They wouldn't find whatever it was they were looking for here.

"Rollins!" one of the cops suddenly called out. He straightened, waving a long rolled up piece of blue paper her found behind the couch in his hands. "I found it."

Cindy stared at it, then turned to Hannah. "What is that?"

Hannah gave a sharp look to Cindy. "Isn't that one of your art projects?"

Cindy shook her head, and watched as the police woman named Rollins snatched the blue paper from the other cop. She unrolled it, peered at it for a brief moment, then nodded once, pointing to the corner of the paper. "See?" she told one of the cops. "'Thneed Incorporated' stamped here."

Now Cindy was thoroughly confused. Was that one of Once-ler's… blueprints? What was it doing here?

Rollins rolled the paper back up and handed it to the cop. "I'm afraid this means you're coming with us, Miss Who."

Cindy stayed rooted to the spot. "Coming… where?"

Rollins stepped right in front of Cindy, fingering the handcuffs at her belt. "To court."

* * *

><p>The slam of the mallet made Cindy jump. It also helped her mind wrap around the situation.<p>

She was in court.

Being tried.

For _stealing _from the multi-millionaire company her boyfriend ran.

Funny enough, Once-ler wasn't even there.

The room quieted, and the trial began with some pointless questions that Cindy meticulously answered. Then the plaintiff stood. He was thin and pleasant looking, except for the fact that he was trying to prove her guilty. "Cindy Lou Who," he said, unrolling the blue paper and approaching her. "Have you ever seen this blueprint?"

This was the first opportunity she had to actually look at the contents of the paper. She leaned forward, and took it from him, eyes scanning the lines and scribbled words she knew were in Once-ler's handwriting.

Whatever she expected to see, it wasn't this.

Once-ler had drawn—in perfect detail—a large machine. It looked like one of his Choppers, but bigger.

And with more axes.

She blinked rapidly, willing the blueprint to morph and change its content into something different. Anything but this.

Finally, she answered him. "No."

"So you were never aware it was in your apartment?"

"Of course not."

"Just a yes or no answer, please."

"No," she nearly snapped. Now that she could see him up close, the plaintiff's nose was too long, and eyes a cold gray. Perhaps he wasn't so pleasant after all.

"To your knowledge, was your roommate aware that this blueprint was in your apartment?"

"No."

He nodded, once, before saying, "That is all," and sitting down.

Now the defendant stood. He was portly and balding. Somehow, Cindy lacked faith that he would get her out of this in one piece. "Cindy Lou Who, may I ask you to recount what you were doing yesterday, the 14th at 9am?"

Cindy tried not to let her mind turn to scrambled eggs. Come on, Cindy… It's a simple question. "I was in class," she answered. "In Art Education."

"And after that?"

Cindy again had to tell herself to remain calm and simply answer the questions. "The class ended at ten, but then I had another class that started at 10:15, so I went to that. Then… I went back to my apartment to have lunch." She swallowed, and it sounded much too loud in her ears. "I did some homework, and then at around 4:30 Once-ler came by…"

Her defendant held up a hand. "_The _Once-ler? CEO of Thneeds Incorporated?"

Cindy nodded. "Yes. We're… well. We're a couple." She felt herself blushing. "In case you missed it in the papers."

"I am well aware of what the media has been saying about the two of you." He rubbed his chin, looking down to the ground. "Go on."

"Well… He came, and we decided to walk around the town square."

"And about what time was this?"

"Uh…" What time _was _it? "Five, I guess."

"And what did you do in the 45 minutes between then and the Once-ler's arrival?"

Cindy shrugged. "Talked. Goofed off. Said good-bye to Hannah…"

"Your roommate left?"

"Yes." Cindy couldn't resist tucking a strand of hair away from her eyes. "She went to the mall with friends."

"I see." He waved his hand at her. "Go on. What did you and the Once-ler do at town square?"

"We walked. Went into a music store. He played a guitar and sang." She scrambled to figure out what they did after that. "Oh yeah! We had dinner at that Chinese place next to Rico's…"

He nodded his head slowly, as if taking in every word she said. The plaintiff was sprawled on the seat opposite, looking bored. She felt a pang of annoyance.

"Then at 7:30ish we stopped by a bookstore. We didn't buy anything though." She felt heat rising to her face as she remembered Once-ler wanting to play hide and seek amongst the bookshelves, and how she had mildly scolded him for being so childish. He responded by standing broodily over her shoulder, pecking her cheek every once in a while with that boyish grin he still had, making her lose her concentration as she tried to read the summary on the backs of books. She had begun giggling so loud they were asked to leave.

She went on.

"We went to the park, and went to the swings. We talked, tried to admire the few stars we could see in the sky…."

"Alright, and after that?" Her defendant clearly didn't want to hear any sappy young love stories. She felt her face, along with the rest of her body, heat up in an embarrassed flush.

"He took me home. He stayed until about ten, and then left. I did more homework, then went to bed. End of my day."

Her defendant didn't seem to enjoy looking up from the ground very often. Eyes still lowered, he backed away and sat down, giving up the floor.

It was asked if there were any witnesses. Hannah was brought in, looking like she were living in some sort of nightmare.

And behind her, Once-ler's mom strutted proudly in on the scene, her nose stuck in the air.

Trailing behind her, stone-faced, was the Once-ler himself.


	22. Trouble

**Alright guys... This one's angsty. A heart wrencher. Prepare yourselves.**

* * *

><p><em>Music: I Knew You Were Trouble by Taylor Swift; How to Save A Life by The Fray; What Hurts the Most by Rascall Flatts; "Rejection in the Rain" by Hans Zimmer from the Megamind soundtrack; anything else you can think of that will shatter your heart into splinters<em>

**Chapter Twenty Two**

**Trouble**

_And the saddest fear_

_Comes creeping in_

_That you never loved me_

_Or her_

_Or anyone_

_Or anything_

-I Knew You Were Trouble by Taylor Swift

He stiffly took a seat in the wooden bench, avoiding eye contact with Cindy. He was still having troubles grasping the situation.

Yesterday, when Cindy came to visit him at work, she had been curious about what new plans he was coming up with for his company. He had foolishly left his blueprints out, and she was reaching for the very one that had gone missing just before he snatched it away from her. He'd had to cover his actions up, proclaiming that it was a surprise, and she wasn't allowed to look yet. She had let it go, thankfully, because he thought she trusted him.

But then the blueprint was gone.

No, he hadn't sent the authorities after Cindy. He had no doubt in his mind that his mom had jumped to conclusions and sent them to Cindy's without telling him.

What hurt was that she had been right.

Cindy _did _have the blueprint for his colossal chopping machines, which meant she knew one of the big secrets he had been keeping from her. Sure, maybe it had been wrong of him to keep it from her.

But she didn't have to _steal _it from him.

A part of him still fought for Cindy. It wasn't like her to steal. But at the same time….

Why was it in her apartment?

Hannah was called up to witness. No, she had not seen the blueprint before it was found by the cops. No, Cindy never mentioned any theft plots.

No, it was much simpler than that. Much, much simpler.

And yet so complex.

He finally raised his eyes to Cindy.

She had been trying to catch his eye ever since he had walked in, and now that he was meeting her gaze, he didn't know what to make of it. She seemed confused, upset… and betrayed. Yes, fine, he may have betrayed her trust. But she had also betrayed his.

But as he stared intently at her face, his doubts and disbeliefs softened. So what if she had taken his blueprint? This wasn't necessary.

Finally, he was called up to the stand.

"Mr. Once-ler," the bailiff drawled. "Is it true that Cindy visited your office at approximately 3:15pm yesterday?"

Once-ler pressed his lips together, watching Cindy carefully. "Yes."

"Did you notice her looking through any of your things without permission?"

"No."

"Did you see her leave with anything?"

Once-ler sucked in a deep breath. "Yes."

The room was dead silent. Cindy's eyes widened.

"Did she leave with the blueprint?"

"Yes."

"Against your will?"

"No."

This time there were murmurs throughout the courtroom. He heard his mom hissing behind him. "Oncie!"

"So then…. You _let _Miss Who take the blueprint? Why have her arrested and claim she stole it?"

Once-ler swallowed. Had he really come down to lying in court? He pushed away the little voice nagging at him and straightened with confidence.

He was the Once-ler.

The most powerful man in the city.

He could do whatever he wanted.

He cracked a smile. "To promote my newest products of course!" There was a rumble of confusion. With a sudden burst of energy, Once-ler jumped up onto the podium, grabbing his blueprint and swinging it around. "With this new model of chopping machines, I can chop down five times as many trees, resulting in five times as many thneeds!"

There were oos an ahhs as he wobbled the blue paper in front of their eyes, then they erupted into cheers. Once-ler glanced down at the members of court, who were the only ones not cheering in the group. "I thank you for your cooperation with this. As a token of my thanks, I will grant the court $10,000!"

Some of them still looked a little ruffled that their courtroom had turned into a source of product promotion in a split second, but no one can resist money.

The judge stood, a smile spreading on his face. "Thank you for your generous contribution, Mr. Once-ler." He slammed down his grovel. "The case that never was is now dismissed!"

There was laughing and cheering.

Once-ler didn't dare look at his mother. He knew she was livid.

But he _did _risk a glance at Cindy.

And wished he hadn't.

She looked like she didn't know him anymore. She looked betrayed, lost.

Well. She should be grateful. He just busted her out at his own cost.

No matter. He would soon earn back the $10,000 as thneed sales increased.

After all, he was too big to fail.

* * *

><p>It took a long time for him to break away from the crowds of people vying for his attention. They declared that his was a unique way to promote his products, and praised him on his originality. They all believed it had been an act. It would be all over the papers in the morning.<p>

After three hours of answering questions, attending to adoring fans, and writing a check to the court, he was able to sneak away from his mom's glares and into the streets. Dark clouds gathered overhead, and the rumble of thunder vibrated the air.

Where would Cindy be?

The first place he looked was at her apartment. He slowly mounted the steps, and knocked on the door.

He waited several moments, then knocked again. Just as he was about to turn and leave, the door swung open. Hannah stood in the doorway, her eyes red and swollen.

"What are _you _doing here?" she demanded.

Once-ler flinched at her tone, but refused to let it bother him. "Is Cindy here?"

"Gosh no. That was a pretty sick joke you did there, _Once-ler," _she spit at him. "I was scared to death! Cindy was scared to death! What, did you _plant _the stupid blueprint on her?" She shook her head, disgusted with him. "See if I buy anymore of your stupid thneeds!"

And she slammed the door in his face.

He could get angry. Pound on the door and demand to be apologized to.

Instead, he trotted back down the stairs, shaking his head. Obviously Hannah believed Cindy hadn't taken the blueprint. He hoped she was right.

But then…. How did it get there?

He wandered around town, trying to avoid the main streets, where people would flock to him. Thunder rumbled again, and it began to sprinkle. The sprinkle quickly turned into a downpour. He quickly ducked into the nearest shop, which happened to be his and Cindy's favorite ice cream place.

He removed his hat upon entering, and looked around. The people who noticed him pointed excitedly. He gave them smiles and waves, then resolved to find his and Cindy's booth so he could think on what to do next.

Someone was already occupying the booth.

Cindy.

He froze. Hesitated. Then he strengthened his resolve, and slid into the seat across from her. She looked up from her cream soda in surprise. When she realized it was him, her thin eyebrows pulled themselves together, and she immediately stood up, grabbing her jacket. "I don't want to talk."

Once-ler wasn't about to just let her walk away. He bounded up from his seat, and grabbed her arm. "Hold on there, Cindy."

She ripped her arm from his grasp, and quickly made for the door.

He hadn't ever seen her quite this mad.

Once-ler stood there a moment, contemplating on whether pursuing her would be wise or not.

Then, lifting his chin, he marched out the door, holding his overly-tall hat under his arm.

He was soaked in a matter of seconds. Through the rain, he could see Cindy marching down the street, not even bothering to put on her rain jacket. Taking a deep breath, Once-ler lurched after her.

"Cindy! Cindy, wait!" He caught up to her, and tried to get in front of her. "I need to talk to you."

She refused to look at him, and quickened her pace. "Not now, Once-ler."

"_Yes, _now." He jumped in front of her, and put both hands on her shoulders, rooting her in place. She finally looked at him. Her eyes were a pale blue in the rain.

"What?" she nearly snapped.

He tightened his grip on her shoulders. "Why did you take it?"

"Take _what, _Once-ler?"

"The blueprint. Why couldn't you just talk to me about it?"

Cindy stared at him for several long moments, then huffed out a mocking laugh, bowing her head and staring at the ground for a moment. When she lifted her eyes back up to meet his, they were shimmering with unshed tears. "You _really _think I took your stupid blueprint, don't you?"

Once-ler scowled at her tone. "Well, what else am I supposed to think? That it just magically appeared in your apartment? Cindy, it would be _just like you _to prevent this new invention from happening. You obviously care a lot more about those stupid trees than me."

She was shaking her head, her eyes growing colder and colder as he spoke. "So you thought I _stole _from you? Once-ler…" She clutched at his sleeves, pulling herself closer to him so that her face was inches from his. "What happened to us? To working together on this?"

Once-ler tried to step back, but her grip on his sleeves was firm.

"_Answer me!" _She wrenched his arms back, holding him in place.

He had never, _ever _heard Cindy shout before. He clenched his teeth together, and this time shoved _his _face closer to hers, forcing her to lean back. "Your plans were threatening my business," he said in a low voice. "What was I supposed to do?"

She released him, pushing him away. "I can't believe you," she said quietly. "So you've been _lying _to me all this time?"

"Essentially, _yes!" _He drew himself to his full height, swiping back his dripping hair from his face. "I listen to you, I lose my business. I don't listen to you, I lose _you. _See my dilemma? It only made sense."

Cindy was shaking her head again. Her hair was in dripping strings, face shiny from the rain—or tears—he couldn't tell. "This isn't you," she said. "This isn't the Once-ler I know. This is your mom's influence speaking."

A spark of real, intense anger flared inside Once-ler's chest. "Don't bring my mom into this."

"Fine!" Her eyes were bright, glimmering in anger. "Even without your mom, you're still a liar, and a greedy monster! Seriously, did you _really _care about me at _all?"_

"Now hold on just one second!" Now Once-ler was feeling his barely controlled anger slip. "When I was dragged into court being told that my _girlfriend _had stolen something from me, what did I do? I _defended _you. I paid _money _to ensure they drop all charges. And I get none of your gratitude? Let me ask you—who's _really _the greedy one here?"

There was an explosion of sound, a quick but loud _smack! _Once-ler put a hand to his face, turning to face Cindy, who was breathing heavily. His cheek stung.

She didn't say anything as she walked past him and further into the rain-drenched streets.


	23. The Last Time

**This is one of my favorite chapters. All the emotions...! Anyway, I thought I should give you guys fair warning here... only a few chapters left! It's been an amazing journey, and I'm so grateful to each and every one of you who have come along for the ride. Couldn't have gotten this far without you :)**

**I'd like to give a special shout out to Stardust Imaginings- we've been having some GREAT discussions, and she's just been the kindest soul to me. Thank you dear, and this chapter's for you! :)**

**Prepare yourselves...**

* * *

><p><em>Music: The Last Time by Taylor Swift; Biggering from the Lorax soundtrack; Say Something by A Great Big World; Explosions by Ellie Goulding- THIS ONE is kinda the theme song from here on out. You should definitely give this one a listen :)<em>

**Chapter Twenty Three**

**The Last Time**

_This is the last time I'm asking you this_

_Put my name at the top of your list_

_This is the last time I'm asking you why_

_You break my heart in the blink of an eye_

-The Last Time by Taylor Swift

She didn't think she could ever talk to Once-ler again. She turned a blind eye to any and all news about the court promotion, of which she had been an unwilling chess piece.

Needless to say, she stayed home for a week, crying her eyes out and trying to drown her sorrows in television or books.

But once the week had passed, she began to look at things in Once-ler's point of view. He had believed she'd stolen from him, as ridiculous as that was. And yet he had pulled her right back out of trouble through his own expense, whether it was planned or not.

By the second week, she knew she had to go in and apologize. Start over. Try to make things right.

Even if she still felt he was mainly the one in the wrong.

She still shouldn't have hit him. If anything, she would apologize for that.

Cindy soon found herself at the top of the steps, feeling much as she had the first time she had ever stood here, gazing up at the intimidating door glittering with gold around the edges. Still, it seemed miniscule when compared to the rest of the factory, which seemed to be made up of buildings scrawling over the landscape and on top of each other in an effort to reach the sun that was hiding behind a thick cloud of smog. It now hovered in constant brooding over the factory.

Behind her, a few scattered Truffula trees drooped, their silky tufts swaying gently in the wind. The air didn't smell of butterfly milk, as it once had. It smelt as if the milk had been left out to rot and spoil.

Things had gotten worse. Oh, so much worse.

But that wasn't the reason she was here.

Before she could talk herself out of it, she stabbed the intercom button. Isabelle's voice instantly rang out into the smog-filled air. "You're no longer welcome here."

Cindy stood her ground, refusing to be intimidated by this woman. "Was I ever?"

There was silence, and for a moment Cindy worried that Isabelle wouldn't say anything until she left. But then her voice rang out again. "I want to have a talk with you myself, Cindy Lou Who."

And the doors opened. Taking a deep breath to steady herself, Cindy walked in.

Isabelle was waiting in front of the secretary desk, hands on her hips. Cindy stopped in front of her, ready to get chewed out.

Isabelle tilted her head to the side. "Why are you here, Miss Who?"

Cindy tried to sound confident. "I need to talk to the Once-ler."

"What you need to say to the Once-ler can be said to me," Isabelle huffed. "Now what is it, girl?"

Cindy clutched the sides of her skirt. "I want to apologize to him."

Isabelle smirked. "Oh yeah? Well, honey, let me give you a piece of advice." She leaned in close, as if about to tell Cindy a secret. Cindy stiffened.

"_He doesn't need you anymore. _He never did, never will." She pulled away, looking satisfied with herself. "You think that my son really cares for you? You, the pathetic little Whovian who's studying art? What can you even do with that?"

Her words were needles under Cindy's skin. She wasn't going to be able to tolerate much more. She took a deep breath. Getting angry wasn't going to solve anything. "Look. I know you don't like me. I don't like you either. But this is between me and Once-ler." Now it was her turn to lean forward, staring Isabelle down. "Stay out of it."

Isabelle didn't seem phased in the slightest. "I don't need to stay out of it. Once-ler doesn't want to see you again. Ever."

"Call him," Cindy said.

"What?"

"Call him. Now. Tell him I'm here. And put him on speaker. If he wants to see me, then there's nothing you can do about it. If he tells you to send me away… I'll go. I'll go and never come back." Saying these words hurt Cindy, but she did her best to mask it. Her gaze didn't waver from Isabelle's calculating one.

Isabelle didn't say anything for a moment. Then, she reached for the phone.

"Oncie?" she said when he picked up. "The Cindy brat is here to see you. Should I send her up?"

There was an agonizing pause. Cindy wondered if Once-ler could hear her heart pounding through the line.

Then, "Go ahead." And he hung up. Isabelle sneered at Cindy.

"You know the way."

* * *

><p>The door creaked when she opened it, making her flinch.<p>

At first she wasn't sure Once-ler was even in the room, but then she realized he must be hidden behind the back of his chair, which was facing away from her. She swallowed.

"Once-ler?"

There was no sound from the chair. She cautiously stepped fully into the office, and closed the door behind her. He had finally gotten that lock installed. Whether that was to keep his mom from barging in or others from stealing from his office, she wasn't sure. She slowly approached his desk, aware of every breath she took, every sound she made.

She cleared her throat. "Once-ler, I've come to apologize."

Still nothing from the chair. She went on.

"I realize that I really was being ungrateful to you. And I feel so bad about… Uh, well… Hitting you. I was just so… so _angry…"_

She paused, expecting something, _anything _from Once-ler.

When nothing came, she continued. "I just get so…. So frustrated with our relationship. I _want _it to work… so _badly._" And now it sounded like she was pleading. Unbidden, tears pricked at her eyes. "And I wish with all my heart that it was easier for us, that we didn't have a gigantic wrench always getting in the way of our relationship. But…" She blinked, and an over-sized tear slid down her check. "We can do this. We can make it work. Because with all the bad times we've had… we've also had good ones. Moments I wouldn't trade for the world."

There was still no response. She cast her gaze to the ground, tired of staring at the back of Once-ler's chair. Blinking out more tears, she looked back up.

"Once-ler… Say something. Are you even listening to me?"

When there was still no answer, frustration knotted her insides. Suddenly not caring what happened, she quickly strode to his desk, planning on walking around it and shaking him out of that chair to get _some _kind of response from him. Once she was a foot away from his desk, however, he spoke.

"Don't come any closer, Cindy."

She froze, heart beating wildly in her chest. "Once-ler won't you say anything? I'm sorry. I'm apologizing. Can't you even look at me?"

He didn't answer her, but stirred in his chair.

Cindy pulled her hand through her hair in frustration. "What else can I say?"

"Nothing. Absolutely nothing. If you've said all you need to say, you may go."

Cindy stood there for a moment, processing what he had just said. "What…?"

She saw a green-clad arm poke out from behind the chair, shooing her away.

That was the last straw.

"Can't you see that I'm trying to make things right?" she demanded, more angry tears spilling down her face.

"I can indeed. But I'm afraid I have no need of you now. Go. Toddle off. Maybe you can go river rafting with dear old Lorax."

This was too much. "Once-ler!"

"_Mr. _Once-ler, if you please."

"Don't give me that crap. I don't bow down to you."

In one movement, Once-ler spun his chair around to face her, and leapt up from it. "You will, however, show me some _respect."_

Surprise muted her. He was completely decked out in his business clothes, down to the flower at his breast pocket and looming hat.

"What happened to you?" she found herself whispering.

He spread his arms wide. "_This _happened to me. My business. And I'm afraid, Cindy, that you are only being a nuisance and hindrance to it. Therefore, if you've said all you've come here to say, then I invite you to _leave my office."_

For a moment, Cindy fumbled. But then she regained her confidence and stood up straighter. "No."

He cocked his head to the side, a mocking smile playing on his lips. "No?" He shook his head with a bitter laugh. "Oh, Cindy… You really don't get it, do you? I'm _done _with you."

His words smarted more than any physical slap she could ever receive. He continued, walking out from behind his desk and taking a few steps closer to her. "See, I've finally got my priorities figured out. And you… Well. You're at the _bottom _of my list."

"Once-ler…" she whispered. "You can't be saying…."

"Oh, but I am. Should I make it any clearer? I'm _dumping _you. And I don't ever want to see you again." By this point, he was a foot away from her, menacing and powerful. His voice was low and quiet. "_Ever."_

Cindy blinked rapidly, and had to look away from his penetrating stare. She couldn't think of anything to say. Once-ler straightened, and clasped his hands behind his back.

"Now, if you'll excuse me…" he walked towards his window, where the setting sun was beaming red light into the office. Standing in front of the window, he was nothing but a silhouette. He resembled nothing of the Once-ler she had loved. Still loved, if he was in there somewhere.

He was putting on a mask. He was hurt, and putting on a mask. He couldn't really mean all those things he said.

Her next sentence came unbidden. "How long do you think it'll take until there are no trees left to chop down?"

Once-ler twirled around. "_Enough _about the trees!"

Cindy's heart lurched somewhere in her throat. She'd heard Once-ler get upset. Raise his voice. But this…. This was a _growl. _

He suddenly seemed to tower over her, a monstrous shadow that was stretching above his desk. The blood red light behind him made the whole scene look like a nightmare. She couldn't speak.

"_I _think you've been falling into a dangerous trap, Miss Who," he growled softly. "You were messing with the most powerful man in the city, and didn't think twice about it. I have my rights, and you have yours, but we are _done _with your pitiful environmentalist issues. After all, _who cares if a few trees are dying?"_

She stared at him, dumbfounded. He smirked, and she was surprised how very much he resembled his mother when he did so.

"Good-bye, Miss Who."

Cindy couldn't stand being in his presence anymore. It was time for her to leave. She slowly turned, and took step after heavy step towards the door. She grasped the handle, which felt cool against her heated hands. "I do," she whispered.

There was a moment of silence. "What?" Once-ler nearly snapped. She let go of the handle, but stared at it, seeing her vague, morphed reflection in the golden color.

"I said… I do." She slowly turned to face him. His face was twisted in annoyance. "I _care _if a few trees are dying."

Once-ler glared at her for several heartbeats, then reached for his phone. "Leave now, or I'll call security."

Cindy didn't even hold back the cynical laugh that bubbled from her. "Oh, so now you're calling _security _on me? Just _listen _to yourself, Once-ler."

He raised the phone to his ear. "Yes, I need some security," he spoke firmly into it.

"You're _scared."_ She took several steps in his direction, but his cold face stopped her from completely reaching him. "Scared that I'm _right."_

He pressed his lips together. "I'm the CEO of a powerful company, Cindy. I'm not scared of _anything."_

The doors burst open, and Bret and Chet barreled in. Once-ler nodded at her, and his brothers grabbed her arms, gripping painfully tight. "Oh, yes you are," she countered as they began to drag her away. "You claim that you're 'too big to fail,' but deep down, you know it's not true! You _know _where this will lead!"

Once-ler turned to his window again, once more becoming a silhouette. "Good-bye Miss Who."

She was being dragged to the door. _Dragged _to the door.

"Can't you _see what's going on, _Once-ler?" she cried out, trying to resist his brothers. "Can't you see who you've _become? This _isn't the Once-ler I met in the forest! _This _is someone you'll look back on and cower away from for the rest of your life!"

It was a subtle detail, but she noticed how Once-ler's once highly held head drooped further and further down to a bow. It encouraged her, even as she was nearly out the door. She had a matter of seconds.

"_Don't _become someone you'll regret! Once-ler! _Listen to me!_" Bret grabbed the door, about to pull it closed. What could she say? Time was up.

"_Once-ler!" _

It sounded pitiful, desperate. Strangled.

The door slammed shut.

But not before she'd seen his bowed head snap back up.

* * *

><p>Stumps. There were stumps everywhere.<p>

Cindy slowly walked through the solemn scene, feeling as empty and drained as the river. Now it wasn't so much river as a sludge. It wouldn't be too much longer before the humming fish would have to find a new home.

"Cindy?"

Cindy stopped, then slowly turned around, too ashamed to face him.

The Lorax stood dejectedly on a stump, his eyebrows slanted in the most heart-wrenching look of loss Cindy could imagine. "What happened?"

Cindy stared at the gray ground, trying to keep her emotions intact. "I'm done, Lorax," she whispered softly.

There was a pause. "…Done?"

"_Yes, _DONE." She didn't mean for it to come out so harshly. She looked back up at the Lorax. "I'm sorry," she whispered. "So, so sorry."

The Lorax watched her carefully, his wide eyes beginning to shimmer. "So… he's that far gone, is he?"

She nodded, and swiped at a leaking eye. "He… he won't see me. Ever… ever again." She sucked in a breath and looked to the sky, trying but failing to keep it together. "I, um. We're done. There's nothing more I can do. I'm sorry."

She turned away, planning on heading back to her apartment and never making a public appearance again. She might as well just be dead to the world.

"Cindy, wait." She stopped. It took an immense effort to turn around and face the Lorax again. He hopped off his stump and padded to her. He fished in a pocket in his fur, and pulled something out. He clutched in his hand for a moment, then closed his eyes and brought it to his heart. Then, stone-faced, he reached out to give her the object.

Cindy hesitated, then crouched so that she was more level with him and held out her hand, palm up. The Lorax dropped something in her hand.

It was a seed.

A Truffula seed.

He pushed her fingers until they curled around it, and held her hand in both of his. "This seed is the future, Cindy," he whispered. "Keep it safe."

She opened her hand again to examine it. It wasn't much bigger than a small marble, with a curious swirling pattern on its surface. She looked up.

The Lorax was gone.


	24. Unless

**Here we go, guys. Prepare for some heavy angst. **

**Thanks again to all of the wonderful people who have been so supportive of me throughout the making of this story. You guys made this possible. :)**

* * *

><p><em>Music: Walter Time from The Secret Life of Walter Mitty soundtrack; Valley Exodus from the Lorax soundtrack; Where's Hiccup? from the How To Train Your Dragon soundtrack (this one always makes me cry!); Funeral for a Tree from the Lorax soundtrack; Explosions by Ellie Goulding<em>

**Chapter Twenty Four**

**Unless**

A Year Later

"_I'm afraid that sometimes__  
><em>_you'll play lonely games too.__  
><em>_Games you can't win__  
><em>_'cause you'll play against you."_

-Dr. Seuss

Once-ler was returning from his lunch break.

He walked in the doors, passing his mom, furiously typing on the keyboard at her desk. They didn't say anything to each other. They didn't need to. She was busy working, he was busy working.

Continuing down the hallway, he passed by the board of "Thneeds Sold!" He didn't even need to glance at it. Pulling out his expensive pocket watch, he did a little mental math and came to the conclusion that by now about 5.2 million thneeds had been sold. Business was booming.

He continued down the hall, and found his brothers standing guard by the doors.

It no longer was enough to keep the door locked. He needed watch guards. Also, it just made him feel more in control. In power. After all these years, his brothers were serving him. Beat down into submission.

Because he was the big boss around here. Not his mom, not the Lorax. He was.

Bret and Chet opened the doors for him, and he made no comment to them. They were below him, after all.

He made his way to his large desk, hearing the doors close in an echoing, booming sound behind him. He stood beside his gigantic red chair (he had gotten a newer, bigger one in the past month), took off his glasses, and threw them on the desk.

He took a seat, glancing at the many blueprints and documents laying about. His eyes focused on his model of Thneedville, which had once been trapped in a puny snow globe of his. He was proud of his model. It showed how big his company had truly become in the past year alone.

Smiling to himself and rubbing his hands together, he reached forward to touch one of the taller buildings. Before his finger made contact with the silver tip, a voice echoed behind him.

"So how are things?"

In surprise, Once-ler turned to see the Lorax himself sitting on his balcony railing, back to him.

"What are you doing here?" he demanded.

The Lorax ignored his question, and adjusted himself so that he was now facing Once-ler. "Happy yet? Filled that hole up deep down inside you?" He lowered his voice. "Or do you still need _more?"_

Annoyance flared inside Once-ler, and he stood. "Look. If you've got a problem with what I'm doing, why haven't you used your quote-unquote _powers _to stop me?"

The Lorax cast his eyes to the ground, then looked back up at him. He looked tired. Worn out. Not that Once-ler cared.

"Told ya. That's not how it works."

Once-ler couldn't help scoffing. "Riiiiiight, I forgot." He stepped closer to the Lorax. "You're a _fraud._ I need _you _to get _out. _Now." He extended his arm, pointing down the back stairs leading to the ground.

The Lorax jumped down from the railing.

"Why? Do I make you uncomfortable? Remind you of the promises you made?" He narrowed his eyes. "The man you _used _to be?"

Something twisted inside of Once-ler. Memories he wanted to keep hidden in the back of his mind squirmed their way forward.

"You know what? You can just _shut your moustache! _My conscience is clear!" He began to advance on the Lorax, making him step backwards down the stairs. "I have done nothing illegal, I have my rights, and I intend to keep on biggering and _biggering _and turning more truffula trees into thneeds." They had reached the bottom, and the Lorax tripped, falling onto his back. Once-ler kept going, his voice turning into a growl. "And _nothing _is going to stop me!"

As if on cue, the engine of one of his choppers revved, causing both Once-ler and the Lorax to turn to the sound. There, one of his older models pulled up to a tree, raised its ax, and swung.

The _thwacking _sound seemed to echo in the empty valley, and slowly, gracefully, the tree fell. The machine backed up slightly, as if looking around for more work, but finding none. Instead, it moved forward, pressing on in search for another tree.

Except there weren't any more.

"Well, that's it," the Lorax said softly. "The very last one. That might stop ya."

Once-ler's calculating scowl suddenly softened into one of shock. No. It couldn't be. He straightened, scanning the landscape around him. All he could see were stumps for miles around.

There wasn't a single truffula tree in sight.

Once-ler's mind worked furiously to find a solution to this problem. If there were no truffula trees, there was no material to make his thneeds with.

He'd have no more business.

Nothing.

There was the rumble of a vehicle. It wasn't a chopper. No, Once-ler knew that sound.

His family's RV. He stood, dejected, as his mom pulled up next to him. Peering inside, Once-ler saw that the whole family had been crammed inside.

Everyone but him.

His mom rolled the window down. He didn't know what he was expecting from her—pity that he no longer had a business, comfort because after all she was his mom? No, he didn't even expect that.

At first she wouldn't look at him, but then she turned her head briskly in his direction. "Son, you have _let me down. _Bret!" His brother, sitting next to her, peered at her curiously, the stupid brute. "You are my new favorite child!"

The blow was a heavy one. But somehow, Once-ler wasn't quite surprised that his family would bail the moment he failed.

Hitting the gas, his mom sped off, kicking up dust that Once-ler had to shield his face from. Once he could, he looked up and watched as his family sped away, leaving him alone in the desolation.

Alone.

He was alone.

In a panic, he looked behind him to see if the Lorax was still there.

He was, standing on a tree stump—_the _tree stump, Once-ler realized. The one that marked the first tree that birthed his first thneed.

Several animals were gathering around the Lorax. Guilt twisted in Once-ler's gut when he saw their weary and hungry faces. More and more of them appeared, advancing on him. He began to back away.

"Hey, look… I- I don't want any trouble."

"And you won't get any," the Lorax said. "Not from them." He kept a careful watch on them as they marched past Once-ler. "Thanks to you and your hacking and smacking and glupping, they can't live here anymore."

Once-ler turned to watch with the Lorax the line of animals marching away.

"So I'm sending them off," the Lorax said with a small shrug. "Hopefully they'll be able to find a better place out there somewhere."

Once-ler stepped forward, trying to grasp what was happening. Even the animals were leaving him. As he scanned their retreating figures, he found one that was all too familiar.

"Melvin?"

Hearing his name, the mule paused and looked over his shoulder at Once-ler, the bowed his head and pressed on. Once-ler jogged to try and catch up with him. "Melvin!" But the mule pressed forward, making Once-ler stop in his tracks. He desperately looked around for someone else, some other creature he could call his friend.

He spotted the smallest barbaloot. "Hey, Pipsqueak!"

The little cub slowly stopped, and turned to look at him. Hoping to regain Pipsqueak's favor, Once-ler fished inside his pocket and drew out a marshmallow, holding it out as an offering. "Hey."

For a moment, he thought, the small barbaloot would take him up on his offer. But then his bright eyes dimmed, and he lowered his head, rejoining the group in their mass exodus.

Once-ler stood there for a moment, the weight of what was happening crushing him. He watched the animals go for a moment more, then turned to the Lorax, who only stared up at him sadly.

Suddenly, Once-ler didn't feel powerful. He didn't feel in control. He felt lost and guilty and… alone. Reaching up, he removed his large top hat from off his head. It wasn't important anymore. He wasn't important anymore.

He glanced at the Lorax again, feeling his shame begin to overwhelm him. He wanted to apologize, say he was sorry. But what words could he possibly say?

The Lorax watched him with large eyes, maybe hoping he would say something. Once-ler shuffled his feet, searching his mind for words. None came.

The Lorax must have realized this, because he bowed his head and shook it slowly. Then, to Once-ler's immense surprise, he grabbed the seat of his pants and lifted himself off the ground. A beam of light penetrated through the smog clogged sky, encasing his old friend and arch enemy in its light. As he passed over Once-ler's head, he again tried to say something, _anything, _to make it right. But again, no words came.

He watched, awed and saddened, as the Lorax floated into the clouds, disappearing from view.

The beam of light dimmed into nothing. The Lorax was gone.

Once-ler cast his eyes to the ground, overwhelmed with guilt. Then, slowly, he turned to where the Lorax had been standing before he began his ascent. There, on the biggest rock in the circle, there was something written that he had never noticed before. It was one word.

_Unless._

"Unless…. Unless what?" he muttered to himself. He glanced around. No one could hear him. He was alone. He looked back at the stone, scrunching his face up. What did it mean?

After staring at it for several minutes, he couldn't bare to think on it. The _unless _began to morph itself into _if. If _he hadn't chopped down that first tree, he wouldn't have eliminated the rest of them. _If _he had listened to the Lorax. _If _he had listened to Cindy.

Cindy.

All the anger and hurt he had shoved down inside of him bubbled up like a spring. It was so overwhelming that he nearly choked. Tears sprung to his eyes.

_If _he had listened to Cindy…. She would be here with him now. He never would have had to live without her.

The guilt and emotions began to turn into self-loathing. With a cry, he kicked at a nearby stump. Hard. The pain was so sharp that he buckled to the ground, curling in on himself and rocking back on forth on his heels.

This was his fault. _His fault. _

He glanced up, his tear streaked face suddenly hit with cold wind. He had to move. Do something, go somewhere.

He ran. He tried to run from his guilt, his loss, his pain. He ran through where he and Cindy had had their picnic, with the marshmallow fight. He ran through where he had saved the nests of swomee swans. All of it. Gone.

He ran until he couldn't run anymore. Somehow, he had circled his way back to his factory. He couldn't run from that.

He collapsed to the ground, breathing hard. And sobbing. Sobbing? When was the last time he had shed tears?

The day he had told Cindy to leave. Actually, the moment Cindy walked in his office that day, he refused to face her because he had to hide the tears in his eyes. Once she was gone, though…. He had to lock the door. He ended up staying the night in his office, not sleeping a wink.

He was feeling that pain all over again, but this time greater. Oh, so much greater.

He didn't know how long he lay curled in on himself. It seemed an eternity.

Something touched his shoulder, and he jumped, scrambling quickly to his feet and backing up. He blinked several times. Wiped at his tear-stained face. "Cindy." His voice came out as a croak, barely audible.

She stood in front of him, as tragically beautiful as ever. Her face was much like the Lorax's—full of pity. And something else.

"Once-ler." Her voice was soft, calm. She stepped forward, keeping her eyes locked on his. The wind caught wisps of her hair and played with them. He remembered how soft her hair was. She took another step. "They're closing the wall now."

Once-ler couldn't stop drinking her in, but felt ashamed of it. Why should she ever want to come to him now? He couldn't speak. She went on.

"They're going to lock us all in." She looked behind her, as if afraid of someone listening in. She looked back at him. Her blue eyes were wide and bright. "Come with us."

Once-ler stared back at her, trying to gain the courage to speak. To… to Thneedville?"

She nodded.

A few months ago, the city council finally decided that the smog was making things smell funny and that it was harder to breathe. Once-ler himself helped plan an air-tight wall that would keep the smog from contaminating their air. He didn't realize they would be sealing it today. Locking everyone in—and others out.

He finally broke his gaze away from hers. "I…. I can't. Cindy." Just saying her name again made his heart swell and twist painfully.

She was silent. She understood. Once-ler clenched his jaw, stealing himself from the onslaught of emotions as he lifted his head to look at her.

Her eyes were brimming with tears. He stepped closer to her, but felt like it was a sin to come any nearer the girl he had loved and hurt. He took a deep breath. "I can't live there. I need to… need to stay here and…. Well." He lifted his chin. "It's what I deserve."

Cindy was shaking her head, making the barely contained tears flow. "You'll be…. alone," she choked.

"Yes." It was what he feared the most. But it was what he deserved. This is where he needed to be.

She was still shaking her head. "I'll stay with you," she whispered.

Once-ler choked out a laugh. "I'm afraid I can't allow that. This is something I have to do. Alone."

She nodded, her face tight as she tried to hold back a sob. "It's still not too late, you know," she said. He saw her fingering something in her pocket.

Once-ler wanted to hug her, tell her he'd be all right. But he knew that was a lie. He tried to smile. "I'm afraid it's much too late, Cindy. I should have listened to you." He flinched as he remembered how their last meeting had been like. How could he have ever been so cruel?

She shook her head, and took three steps. It was all she needed to get two feet away from him. It seemed like ages since she had last been this close to him. She took another step, and they were inches apart. Quietly, she took his hand. He flinched, and swallowed. She turned it palm up, and pressed something into it. It was small and hard. He looked down.

A seed.

A truffula seed.

"It's the last one," she whispered. "The future."

Once-ler's throat closed up. This seed was his last hope of redemption. He closed his fingers around it, vaguely sensing the sleeping life within.

Cindy used her sleeve to wipe the tears off her cheeks. "I have to go," she said hoarsely.

The thought of her leaving him was almost too much to bare. But she had to. The wall wouldn't stay open forever. She began to back away.

"Cindy." He had to clear his throat. "Promise… promise you won't try to come back to see me."

Her face twisted. "But Once-ler…"

_"Promise." _He was in earnest. "Promise you will go on with life. Study art. Start…. Start a family." He had to look down for a moment, then lifted his gaze back up, reigning in his emotions. "Start a life."

Cindy's eyes were starting to swell from all the tears she had been shedding. She looked like she was going to protest, but then nodded. "Okay."

He smiled at her. It was a painful smile, but he hoped it would convey to her that he would be fine. Just fine.

Cindy swayed for a moment, looked behind her at the wall surrounding Thneedville, then back at him.

Suddenly, she rushed forward, grabbing his lapel and crushing his flower as she pressed her lips against his. He was taken aback, just as he had been the first time she had hugged him after their first date. He lightly touched her neck, which had somehow become damp with her tears. Her lips were salty with them.

She broke away slightly. "I love you," she whispered, and kissed him again. And then she pulled back, and threw her arms around him, tucking her head in at his chest. He wrapped his own arms around her shoulders, holding her close to him.

"I love you too," he murmured into her hair. They held each other for a moment, but then he held her back at arm's length. "You need to go."

She began shaking her head, but Once-ler knew they were out of time. "Cindy, listen." His voice caught, and he had to look down. He looked back up, willing his tears to go away. "I'm… I'm sorry…"

She softly set a finger against his lips. "I know," she whispered. "And it's okay." She stepped back, holding his hands. Then she took another step, and they slipped from his.

He watched her go, just as he had the first day they'd met. In Whoville. In the snow.

Once she had long disappeared, he looked again at the stone only feet away.

_Unless._

* * *

><p><em><strong>Wait, don't despair! <strong>_**There's more. I shall upload sometime next week. :)**


	25. Audrey

**We're getting to the end here. One more chapter after this one! It's been such an incredible journey, and I can't thank you guys enough! Expect a long list of special thank yous in the final chapter! But in the meantime... enjoy Chapter 25.**

* * *

><p><em>Music: Stay Alive by Jose Gonzalez; Hopeless Wanderer by Mumford and Sons; Time and Life from the Secret Life of Walter Mitty soundtrack; The Last Seed from the Lorax soundtrack; Let It Grow from the Lorax soundtrack.<em>

**Chapter Twenty Five**

**Audrey**

50 Years Later

_There's a rhythm in rush these days_  
><em>Where the lights don't move and the colors don't fade<em>  
><em>Leaves you empty with nothing but dreams<em>  
><em>In a world gone shallow<em>  
><em>In a world gone lean<em>

_Sometimes there's things a man cannot know_  
><em>Gears won't turn and the leaves won't grow<em>  
><em>There's no place to run and no gasoline<em>  
><em>Engine won't turn<em>  
><em>And the train won't leave<em>

-"Stay Alive" by Jose Gonzalez

She pushed the door open just as Sai switched her empty air container with a full one. His face brightened when he saw her. "Mornin', Miss Who!"

Cindy smiled at him, feeling her face crinkle. "Good morning, Sai. How's that little girl of yours?"

"Oh, she's turning nine next week!" he replied happily.

"Nine?" Cindy repeated. "Already?"

He nodded vigorously, hefting her empty container across his shoulder. "Time flies, ya know."

Cindy craned her aching neck back, feeling it pop. "Oh. I know."

Sai continued with his deliveries, and Cindy continued walking down the street towards the bus stop.

She reached it just in time—she was the last to clamber on and find a seat before it took off towards the school. She settled back in her seat, letting her old bones settle. She closed her eyes. Swaying Truffula tufts tickled her memory. She pulled in a deep breath, and opened her eyes again. Fishing inside her purse, she pulled out her wallet. Opening it, she peered at a photo that had been taken years ago—It was her, and her husband, Henry, and their son.

Christopher was twelve in the picture. He still had his freckles, his warm brown eyes that he had inherited from his father. A tender child. Her weathered thumb delicately swiped past the dimpled face. Chris had left the nest years ago, but still lived in Thneedville and visited her regularly. Given her four grandchildren. And Henry….

Henry had been dead for twenty years.

Her eyes hovered over Henry's face for several moments. His dark brown hair was parted to the side, and his crooked grin met hers.

The bus squealed to a halt. This was her stop. She quickly put the photo away, and gathered her things.

Once she stepped off the bus, she was nearly bowled over by a pair of energetic middle schoolers. One paused to quickly apologize. "'Scuse us, Miss Who!" She waved them on. They had a right to be rambunctious.

This was the last week of school.

It was also exactly 50 years since they sealed the wall that enclosed them all in Thneedville.

50 years since she had last seen Once-ler.

Cindy shuffled her way to the front doors of the school, and pushed them open. She nodded at the secretary as she passed the office, then pressed on to her classroom.

The moment she opened the door, the smell of home engulfed her. Paints, pencils, chalk… The art room.

Her art room.

She set her things down in the back room, then eased her way into her chair, worn from all the years she had worked here. She glanced at the clock. The bell would ring in fifteen minutes, and class would begin.

She had a little time.

Checking outside the door to make sure no one was coming, she shuffled to the back room, pulling out a canvas that was hiding behind a supply shelf. She held it out at arm's length, considering it, before she set it on one of the art tables. Then she pulled out some watercolors and brushes, filled a glass with water, and settled down to her artwork.

Staring back at her was a half-finished picture of Truffula Valley. The way she remembered it. In the distance, cresting a hill, was a wagon pulled by a mule. It was too far away to see who was driving, so she imagined Once-ler inside the wagon, out of sight, playing his guitar happily. She smiled a little at the thought, and dipped her brush in the cup of water.

She had just begun applying some paint to the scene, when she sensed a presence at her elbow. She froze, then carefully set her paintbrush down, turning to see who it was.

Audrey stood there, eyes fastened on the canvas. Her eyes widened a little as she looked at Cindy. "What's that, Miss Who?"

Cindy quickly swept up the canvas and stood. "Nothing, dear. Just a side project of mine."

"But… what were those puffy things? They're so pretty!" She tiptoed, trying to see the canvas again. Cindy sighed, and set it back down on the table. Audrey studied it once more, then pointed to a barbaloot playing under one of the trees. "He's cute!"

Cindy smiled. "What are you doing here, Audrey?"

"Oh, I was wondering if you could help me decide on my next project. I'm torn, you see." She paused, then looked back at the painting. "But now…. Could I draw something like this?"

Cindy felt the lines on her face deepen with worry. She glanced at the open door again. "Uh, well, Audrey dear… I think you would be better off forgetting about this painting."

"But why? What are those things?"

Cindy watched Audrey's face for a moment, considering. The child's face was alight with curiosity. Something dark and sad clutched Cindy's old heart as she thought of all these children, not knowing how it used to be…

She didn't know why she was suddenly being so nostalgic about the past. She normally got that way around this time of year, but this time was different. Maybe it was because it'd been 50 years. 50 years was enough time to cushion her from the past, wasn't it?

She made her decision. With a small smile, she pointed at her painting. "These, Audrey, are trees."

Audrey squinted her eyes. "They don't look like trees."

"Not the plastic ones we have. These are real trees. They used to grow everywhere."

Audrey drank in every word she said. Cindy told her everything. She told her how they made fresh air for free. She told her about how silky the tufts were, how they smelled of butterfly milk, how the fruit tasted, how the juice felt dripping off her fingers.

When they could hear the kids flooding inside the school, Cindy quickly replaced the canvas in its hiding spot before rounding on Audrey and taking on a very serious tone. "Audrey, you're not really supposed to know about the trees. So," she smiled and brushed her cheek with an old, weathered finger, "we'll keep this our little secret, okay?"

Audrey bobbed her head up and down before thanking her and skipping off to class.

As students began to fill the art room, Cindy felt lighthearted. Fluttery. Perhaps… just perhaps… she had just planted a seed of change by telling Audrey about the trees.

* * *

><p>Summer was several weeks in, and Cindy was enjoying her time reading and painting. She had just hung up a recently painted work of a Truffula tree, with the silhouette of a very distant memory strumming his guitar underneath it, back against the trunk. She stepped back to admire it.<p>

There was a knock on her door.

She sighed, and glanced at the picture once again. Since her conversations with Audrey, she had grown braver and began drawing more landscapes. But she didn't know if she had the courage to display them in her house just yet.

The doorbell rang. Not even a second following, it rang again. And again. Someone was impatient. Cindy's courage took a slight plunge at the thought of someone seeing her painting—right here, right now—and took the painting off the wall, setting it face down on her coffee table.

Whoever was at the door was pounding on it now. "Coming, coming…" Cindy grumbled, making her way to the door.

She froze when she opened it, her nerves suddenly on edge. "O'Hare," she breathed.

The short little man barged into her house, his two henchmen in tow. "Cindly Lou Who," he said, attempting at a friendly, business-like tone. But Cindy knew better.

O'Hare stepped farther into her house, then turned to stare her down. "I thought it was high time we had a little chat."

Cindy pressed her lips together. "Yes?"

O'Hare did an annoying little laugh. "Oh, come now, Cindy. You're not really going to try and play the innocent card, are you?"

Cindy didn't reply. She stared at the little man, hoping he would just get to the point so they could get this over with. O'Hare huffed and spoke on.

"You've been spreading lies, Cindy. Harmful lies."

Something boiled in the pit of Cindy's stomach. "I don't lie," she replied defiantly.

"Oh yeah? Then who's been filling young Audrey's head full of nonsense about… _trees?" _He growled out the word, as if it offended him.

Cindy allowed herself a sly smile. "It's time someone knew. I hardly see that as harmful."

"Oh, but it _is." _O'Hare took several steps toward her, then stretched on his tippy toes to try and intimidate her. She held in a laugh. O'Hare might be the most powerful man in the city, but he sure as heck didn't intimidate her. "Audrey was painting _trees _on a building, Miss Who. That is not acceptable."

Cindy's heart flip flopped at the thought of young Audrey, innocent to O'Hare's greed, dreaming away about the trees that occupied Cindy's own dreams.

"Hardly something a man of your status should be worried about," she said calmly.

O'Hare looked like he was about to throw a rage fit, but instead turned his back on her and composed himself. "I just thought I would let you know that any and all paintings, drawings, or even little _doodles _of those trees are not acceptable. If you know what's good for you, you'll take my advice—forget the stupid trees. We've moved on to a better, brighter way of living! Stop living in the past."

His eyes wandered to the coffee table, where her framed painting lay face-down. He reached for it, his obsessive compulsiveness kicking in. Cindy didn't stop him. He flipped the painting over. His frown deepened, then he tossed the picture to one of his henchmen. "Get rid of it. And search the house for more."

Cindy had had enough. "You can't do that! That's _my _work, O'Hare."

He held up a finger. His henchmen were already setting to work tearing through her drawers and closets. "There's a lesson to be learned, here, Miss Who."

"Here's another one!" one of the big brutes announced, holding up the painting that inspired Audrey and made Cindy realize that she couldn't hold the truth in any longer.

"Scrap it," O'Hare said with a wave.

"You can't bully people into doing what you want," Cindy protested. She winced when the henchman ripped her painting in two.

O'Hare assumed attempting his intimidating stance. "Watch me."

Cindy realized that she couldn't do much. He was a man of power. She was an old nuisance. Let them rip apart her house. She would only paint more pictures. She would tell more people about the trees. She didn't care what O'Hare had up his sleeves. What could he do that was as bad as this city not knowing the truth about the past?

So she let them rip into her things, destroy her art. O'Hare would soon see that she wasn't easily scared away.

Once they were finished, O'Hare examined the now-trashed house. "Good work, boys." They headed for the door. Just as he was about to step through it, he looked back at Cindy, jabbing a thick finger at her. "I'll be watching you."

And he slammed the door shut.

* * *

><p>Cindy turned the radio on, then set about making a mug of warm milk. A catchy tune played from the living room as she rummaged around the kitchen, pulling out a ceramic mug she had made herself, and filling it with the milk she had heated on the stove. She grabbed a cookie before settling down in her favorite rocking chair, sipping on the milk and closing her eyes, listening to the machine next to her pumping air into the house.<p>

She had lived a fulfilling life. Started a family, kept a consistent job that she loved. She had friends like Norma, and her talents to keep her busy. The children loved her.

And yet.

She hadn't been able to change some things. And that bothered her.

But most of all, she missed Once-ler.

She'd considered sneaking out and seeing him several times. After she had met Henry and became confused with her feelings for him. After they got engaged. After their first big fight. After Christopher was born. When Henry died.

But she never did.

And now… now it was just better to let that whole period of her life go and accept that she would never see Once-ler again. Not even as old friends.

The song on the radio faded out as the song ended, and an excited voice replaced it. "Breaking news here in Thneedville, everyone! It appears that multi-billionaire Aloysius O'Hare, CEO of O'Hare Air, is chasing a boy on a motorbike. On that motorbike is an elderly woman, and a young girl. It appears O'Hare wants something of theirs, and he's not stopping until he gets it! Watch out for those of you in traffic. Be safe!" There were a few commercials, and another song came on.

Cindy gripped her mug tightly in both hands. O'Hare was insane. Who knows what silly thing he wanted from those kids to keep his company thriving?

Cindy briefly wondered if Once-ler, in that last dark year, ever threatened anyone who got in the way of his company. He probably never had to—they all adored him, down to the final moments of his fame. There was a dark humor to how quickly the people of Thneedville shifted their loyalties—one moment he was the greatest man in history, the next, the worst.

He was only a legend now. One that not many people knew.

Two more songs played before the reporter's voice echoed through the radio. "And here we are folks at the city's monumental park, and get this—the elder woman, along with the two kids, have just jumped into a bull dozer! And now… Oh! Heavens! _O'Hare's head just got knocked off. _Not the real O'Hare's head… the golden statue! They are defacing our city's monument! Is this an act of childish rebellion? And now… Oh no. _Oooooooh nooooooo!"_

There was a loud crash and screams emitting from the radio, and some static made its way into the audio. Cindy had long set aside her milk, and was leaning intently forward, straining her ears in an effort to learn what was happening. Who were these kids? The elderly woman?

The radio was no longer enough. She had to get a visual. Scrambling for the remote, Cindy switched the TV on.

There was O'Hare's head. It had left a crack in the cement. And there… Oh goodness. Cindy actually stood from her chair. A bull dozer stood, reeking of havoc and destruction. And a large chunk of the wall… an _actual chunk of the steel wall _had collapsed. She watched, shocked, as the camera shakily zoomed in to the people on the bull dozer.

Her heart nearly stopped. Norma was there. Dear, crazy Norma. And next to her, her grandson. And the final kid….

A girl with red hair and an air of determination on her face.

Audrey.

Behind them, the scenery made Cindy's heart constrict. It was dark. The air was visibly filled with smog. The hills were never ending and bare. Nothing like they'd once been.

Ted climbed to the top of the bull dozer. "I am Ted Wiggins!" he announced. "And I speak for the trees."

Cindy had to sit back down. Her heart flip flopped all over inside her chest. He speaks for the trees. _She _spoke for the trees once. The Lorax did too.

…Where had Ted gotten that phrase?

He continued. "And the fact is, things _aren't _perfect here in Thneedville. And they're only gonna get worse unless we do something about it! Unless we change our ways. And we can start by planting _this." _

The cameras zoomed in as he held something up in his hand.

Cindy peered closely. Once she realized what it was, she cried out. She couldn't help it. A bubble of joy, excitement, wonder, and feelings she couldn't even describe welled inside her until she thought it would burst and send her to an early grave.

A seed.

_The _seed_, _she realized.

And it had sprouted.

Change was happening. And it was happening now.

Her doorbell rang. She rushed to answer it, feeling lighter than air, and restless. She flung the door open. "Christopher!"

"Mom!" Her son put both hands on her shoulders, holding her securely in front of him. "I was watching the news. You okay?"

"I'm more than okay!" Cindy peered behind him at his shiny new car. "Chris, you need to take me down there right now."

* * *

><p>She looked on as the citizens in Thneedville reached a crescendo in their song. "Let it grow! Let it grow!" they sang. Tears welled in Cindy's eyes as she watched Ted shovel up some dirt, then gently plant the seed inside the earth.<p>

Christopher put an arm around her. "You okay, Mom?"

She swiped away at her eyes. "I will be." She turned to smile at her middle-aged son, who had probably rushed from work to see if she was doing alright. "But I need you to take me somewhere."

She needed to pay a long overdue visit.


	26. Where I Belong

**This is it, people. The final chapter.**
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**Also, I must send out a HUGE thank you to my personal friends and family, who have supported me through the entire thing, even if they didn't quite understand why I was so obsessed with the Once-ler. Your love and support means worlds to me. **
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**Dear readers, thank you. I leave you with this final chapter, and hope you sincerely enjoy it. It's been wonderful.**

**P.S. I've been wanting to tell you this from the beginning, but Cindy's sketch book is in the movie. The Lorax. A burnt orange, spiral bound book. Watch it again and see if you can spot it- it appears twice, by my count. Good luck!**

* * *

><p><em>Music: Okay, so we're doing this slightly differently than normal, because I have a lot of feelings and this only works if you listen to these songs in the right places. This chapter is split into three parts, so there will be a song for each one, and then an ending credits song.<em>

_For the first section: Where's Hiccup? from the How to Train Your Dragon soundtrack; Second section: Romantic Flight from the How to Train Your Dragon soundtrack; Third and final section: Funeral for a Tree from the Lorax soundtrack; End Credits: This is Home by Switchfoot (best version is the one found on the Prince Caspian soundtrack)._

**Chapter Twenty Six**

**Where I Belong**

_And now, after all my searching_

_After all my questions_

_I'm gonna call it home_

_I've got a brand new mindset_

_I can finally see the sunset_

_I'm gonna call it __**home.**_

-This Is Home by Switchfoot

It was just like him to put trust in someone he barely knew.

Once-ler paced back and forth in the cramped space in his Lerkim, mind racing. Did he really just give up that precious seed to a young, pretentious boy? He remembered how it had felt, burning in the palm of his hand, and at the moment, there wasn't a shadow of a doubt that he should give it to Ted. It really felt as if he were giving Ted a piece of him… a piece of his heart, his soul, who he was.

And then, with a promise not to let him down, Ted rode off on his motorbike. With the seed. Gone, perhaps forever.

Once-ler sat down, then sprang up again in irritation. "The boy doesn't even know how to _plant _it!" he grumbled to himself. "What was I thinking?"

He paced around some more, then sat back down, exhausted. He'd had fifty years to wallow in his guilt and self-pity. He didn't need this to rest on his conscience too.

But… Once-ler wasn't going to plant the seed anyway. He knew that. He'd thought about it every day since Cindy gave it to him, but couldn't bring himself to do it. He destroyed everything he touched. How was he supposed to plant a tree and expect it to grow? He was terrified he would kill it.

So Ted was the only option.

Then why did he feel so _restless?_

He sucked in a deep breath, then let it go. His eyes wandered to his little table, where only a few significant objects lay. He laid them there as a kind of shrine to his past. First, his ax. The ax he had used to chop down the first tree. Then, Cindy's burnt orange sketch book. It had given him comfort more than once over the years, and every time he saw it his heart twisted in conflicting emotions of longing, heartache, and glimmers of hope. Maybe one day she would come back to him…. Honestly that was the only thing that had kept him alive all these years. The idea that at any time, any day, Cindy could appear at his doorstep…. It gave him hope.

But he also realized it would be for the best if he never saw her again. He didn't want her to see him like this—holed up in this dark, dank tower, his optimism rotted away to cynicism. He was a grumpy, knarly old man now. He barely recognized himself as the man he used to be.

And finally, the gifts Ted brought him. The fifteen cents. The ridiculously old snail. He had to admit, it was nice to have _someone _around to keep him company, even if it was an old snail.

Once-ler leaned forward, and gently touched the cover of Cindy's sketchbook. It was hard to remember exactly how she looked now. The details were fading away, the memories becoming fuzzy. But the sketches she drew… they were still the same. They didn't look any different. They connected him to her, even if the last time he saw her was fifty years ago. It was a symbol. A symbol of how some things never change. A symbol of when they first met on that day in Whoville.

Oh, how he wished he could go back and change things! Once-ler began to feel the old pain that started afresh every day begin to gnaw away at his insides again. He would never be able to get over that guilt. Losing Cindy. Destroying the forest. Betraying the trust of the Lorax. The list went on.

He had dealt with this pain too long to cry anymore. He'd done enough of that. So he took the pain, feeling it pick and scratch its way from the inside out. He dropped his head in his hands, letting the silence except for his pounding heart take over.

And then he heard something else.

All despair and guilt halted for a moment as he strained his ears, trying to listen.

There it was again.

What was that—the wind? No, a voice.

_Voices. _Singing.

He scrambled to his feet, peering out through the boards on his window.

He'd spent years looking out that window, in the direction of Thneedville. Wondering what was happening over there. If the people still hated him.

If Cindy had moved on.

If she'd ever visit.

As day after day brought about the agony of disappointment and shame, he soon boarded up the window, refusing to ever look out of it again. Of course, that didn't hold up very long, and he still found himself peering out once in a while. But it always looked the same.

Except for now.

Now, there was something over there- towards Thneedville. It was a strange glow. He could hear the swell of voices grow louder, and he could take it no longer. He had to see.

Grabbing his ax—the very ax he had used to cut down the first tree—he hefted it in his hands, hesitating a moment before taking it to the boards. The wood had started to rot, so it didn't take long to hack the boards away until the window was clear.

He leaned his body forward, daring to let his entire head stick out. It was a strange, exhilarating feeling. But that feeling was overshadowed by feelings he couldn't even describe as he looked on at the strange glow in the distance.

It only took him seconds to figure out what caused the glow.

The wall. It had been torn down.

And the voices—they were people singing. He wondered if Cindy was with them. He wondered what was happening.

But he thought he knew. And for the first time in years, tears sprung into his eyes. But they weren't tears of pain- they were tears of joy, he realized.

He managed a small smile, and said quietly, "Thank you, Ted."

For he had no doubt now that the boy had brought about some change in Thneedville. And he was confident it was a good change.

* * *

><p>He had made up his mind.<p>

He was going to Thneedville. He had to see what had happened. He had to see Cindy, if she was still there. _Or alive, _a small part of him whispered, but he shoved it away. He couldn't consider the possibility. Not now.

But one thing was for sure. He was tired of being a hermit. He wasn't just going to die out here, alone and unaccounted for.

He had few belongings, but he stuffed them in an old bag anyways. Then he cradled Cindy's sketchbook under his arm, and took a deep breath. He was doing it. He was leaving this old dump.

He was about to step out the door when he heard the rumble of a car engine in the distance. He froze, then set the bag and book down, racing for the window. Maybe it was Ted…?

The engine stopped not too far away, and the air was overly silent without it. He looked out his window.

At first, he saw nothing.

Then, a figure slowly came over the hill. Once-ler peered closer, trying to determine who it was. She shuffled closer, and Once-ler realized it was an elderly woman. But… who would be coming this way…?

Unless….

The emotions that hit him were so strong, he nearly collapsed to the floor. As it was, he hid out of sight, leaning heavily against the wall.

No, wait. Maybe he wasn't ready for this. He wasn't ready to face her. He never would be.

But… she was out there. He knew it was her. And she was finally coming to see him.

His heart was hammering so hard, he didn't know if he could stay alive long enough for Cindy to get here. He began shaking, and peeked out the window again. Yes, she was still steadily coming towards the Lerkim. No, he wasn't imagining it.

Fifty years. It had been fifty years. He'd imagined how he would react to her coming. He'd imagined it in a thousand different ways. He'd tried to decide on what he would do if she did ever come.

All of that flew out of his head now.

He glanced out the window one last time, then bolted.

He stumbled down the stairway, and threw open the door. He stood there a moment, feeling the wind ruffle through his clothes. He'd almost forgotten what that felt like.

He didn't think he could run anymore, but he did anyway. He took off.

But he wasn't running away. No, he was done with that.

He was running straight towards Cindy. Where he belonged.

She saw him coming. He heard her suck in a breath of air, and pick up her pace, a grin stretching wide across her face.

When they collided, he didn't care that they were old and fragile. He wrapped his toothpick arms tight around her. Could this really be happening?

He felt her shaking. He couldn't tell if she was laughing or crying. He didn't even notice the tears that were streaming down his face now. "You came," he whispered into her white hair. "After all these years, you finally came."

"Once-ler." Her voice was softer, but not as smooth. It hitched, and when he drew back to look at her, the reality of just how much time had passed hit him.

But her blue eyes were still there. And she was still beautiful. He grinned at her, then dared to reach out and push a strand of her hair out of her face. "Cindy," he whispered.

No words were needed. No explanations, no apologies. She wrapped her arms around his waist, and he held her. He would hold her for all of eternity. Because he never stopped loving her. And that love was as strong as ever.

* * *

><p>"I'm going out to water the saps!" Once-ler called into the recently remodeled kitchen.<p>

"Remember not to drown them!" Cindy called back. He could smell the cookies she was making in preparation for Ted and Audrey's arrival later that day.

Once-ler chuckled, grabbed the watering can, and stepped outside. He paused just outside the door, taking a deep breath of the air that was already clearing.

The day was a spectacular one. The sky was blue. He never thought he'd ever love a color so much. He could hear little birds chirping around him. It was a beautiful day to be alive.

Passing the _Unless _stone, he began to water the little Truffula saplings that were now nearly a foot tall.

A shadow flew over him, and he paused, turning to look to the sky, shielding his eyes from the sun. His heart did a joyful flip flop when he realized what was flying through the sky and coming right towards him.

A swomee swan.

It swooped past him, and he watched it go, feeling an aching glow of happiness. Perhaps… perhaps all his friends would return. Not just the swomee swans, but the humming fish, and barbaloots too.

He felt a strange tingling on his neck, like an approaching presence. He again turned, and was met with a beam of light slowly forming above him. Hope clutched at him and wouldn't let go. He watched, transfixed, as the beam of light grew stronger, and a small figure appeared, floating down to earth.

He didn't say a word. He couldn't. He'd lost all ability to speak.

The Lorax landed right on top of the _Unless _stone, a grin making his moustache bristle and eyes shimmer.

Seeing his old friend standing there after all these years was too much for him. Not knowing what to say, he burst into a goofy laugh, reaching his arms out to the guardian of the forest. He leaned down in front of the furry creature, who nodded with a pleased "humph."

"You done good, Beanpole. You done good."

He'd done good. _Good. _Not bad. Good.

Once-ler's excited smile softened at the Lorax's words, and he sunk all the way to his knees. Without a word, he wrapped his arms around the little furball, feeling him stiffen for a moment, then relax and return the hug. Once-ler held him tighter, letting his head dip down and shoulders relax.

He never imagined he would miss the Lorax so much.

He pulled away, letting his hands rest on the Lorax's shoulders as he stared at the little creature. He had so much to say… but in the end, perhaps it was best if they left the past behind them. He stood, grabbing his watering can.

The Lorax gave an amused grunt, which turned into a full on laugh. "By the way, nice moustache!"

Once-ler chuckled along. "Yeah, Cindy won't stop teasing me about it either."

The Lorax's eyes widened. "You mean…"

Once-ler grinned, then cupped a hand around his mouth. "Cindy! There's someone out here you need to see!"

The Lorax turned toward the Lerkim, and they both waited a moment before the door opened, and Cindy stood there, wiping her hands on a towel. When she saw the Lorax, she froze.

The Lorax smiled. "Hey, Cindy."

Her face broke into a wide grin, and she threw the towel behind her as she let out a joyful cry. "Lorax!" She ran down the steps, and collected him in her arms, giving him a big squeeze. Their hug lasted longer, and the Lorax began sniffing. "Do I smell cookies?"

Cindy pulled away, the grin still stretching her face. "You do!" She gestured to the door, which was still wide open. "Come inside and you can have all the cookies you'd like!"

"Better watch out, Cindy," Once-ler cut in with a chuckle. "I've fed this bottomless pit before. My year-long supply of pancake mix was gone in a week."

The three of them laughed, and Once-ler set down the watering can to join Cindy, putting his arm around her. The Lorax beamed. "So then, you two…?"

"Were married a month ago," Cindy said, smiling up at Once-ler.

The Lorax made a face. "I've been his roommate before. Does he still snore?"

"Not as loudly as you do," Once-ler teased. He leaned down and booped him on his furry tummy, to which the Lorax sprang back in protest.

Cindy laughed, and grabbed Once-ler's hand. "Come one, you two. Cookies just came out."

Once-ler let her hand slip out of his as she turned to go inside. She turned back inquisitively. "Coming?"

Once-ler smiled at her. "Yeah, yeah. I just… I should finish watering these."

"Okay." Cindy smiled, and led the Lorax inside the Lerkim.

Once-ler watched them, his heart nearly exploding with happiness. He watered a few more saplings, then set the watering can down, looking towards Thneedville, which was no longer surrounded by an air-tight wall.

He heard the front door open, and the sound of rustling grass. Cindy put a gentle hand on his shoulder. "Once-ler? You okay?"

He turned to face her. He noticed her lines of concern, and he lightly touched her cheek. "Yes," he said quietly. He smiled. "It couldn't be better."

She nodded, then smiled. "You better have some cookies before the Lorax eats them all."

Cindy took his hand, beginning to lead him back to the house, but Once-ler lightly pulled her back. "Hey," he gently. "I love you, you know that?"

Cindy huffed out a small laugh, then pecked him on the cheek. "Love you, too. You sure you're okay?"

Once-ler nodded, turning to face Thneedville again. "I just… can't believe the past few months."

Cindy squeezed his hand. "You didn't think you'd have a future." It wasn't a question. She knew how low he'd been the last five decades.

He turned to her. "I didn't think I'd have a future with you."

She was silent for a moment, looking out to the horizon. "Once-ler, what happened before… that's all in the past. You know that, right?"

He looked down at his feet, where a Truffula tree was growing. "All I can do is try to fix it."

Cindy reached up and touched his face, making him face her again. "Once-ler…" she shook her head with a small smile. "You _are _fixing it. But…" she leaned in close. "You'll miss the best things if you keep your eyes shut."

A smile twitched at Once-ler's lips. "What's that supposed to mean?"

Cindy laughed. "Focus on the here and now, Once-ler. There's no greater moment." She squeezed his hand, and turned back to go into the house.

"Cindy Lou Who," Once-ler called.

She turned. "Yes?"

He caught up to her and draped his arm around her. "What would I do without you?"

She playfully pushed his tall hat so it skewed to the side. "Lorax is going to eat all those cookies if we don't get back in there."

"Oh, I think we're too late."

"Fine. You're making the next batch for Ted and Audrey, then."

Once-ler grinned, walking hand in hand with Cindy to their doorstep.

She was right. There was no better moment than the present. It didn't matter what the future brought, as long as he could share it with Cindy Lou Who. The girl he met in the forest. A fellow Speaker for the Trees. His best friend.

When Once-ler stepped inside their home, he consciously left his past on the front porch. He'd take an ax to it later.

* * *

><p><strong>FIN.<strong>


End file.
